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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my very own special forces–

        Quinn,

        Ryan, Jessie, Landon, Reed, Kahley, Tanner, and Kate.

        My love without end.
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      Living in the shadows of a legend, bodybuilder Jacey Love has his heart set on joining the Marines. Conflicted by a promise he made, Jacey postpones his dream and accepts a mission to uncover a dark secret that has plagued his family for years. 

      

      Armed with a special gift, he must face a hidden adversary whose evil intent is beyond imagination. On his journey he encounters a mysterious young woman, yet despite his attraction, he is unsure who he can really trust. With unexpected twists and turns, this romantic mystery will have the reader guessing until the very end.
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            To my readers

          

        

      

    

    
      There is a medical mystery that I have woven into the story. I will announce a contest on Twitter soon and will award a prize to the first person to correctly identify the disease in question. If any of you do not have Twitter, just shoot me an email at info@kimberlymcgath.com and I will write you back the correct answer after the contest period has ended.
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      No one took the threat seriously at first, but that’s the way it always begins. A clever enemy lurks in the shadows until the time is right and by then it is too late. The prognosticators warned the people not to forget the lessons of Nuremburg, for most rationalized history could never repeat itself, not in modern times anyway. The atrocities of man are not topics discussed at cocktail parties after all, so the insidious events were filed away in books that collected dust on their metaphorical shelves.

      The elections were the most tempestuous in history. Riots spread across the globe like the plague, with casualties surpassing those of the Partition of India. With a slight margin, the confederation of the European Union had elected a chancellor, one that would rule the continent’s countries without a parliamentary body. The EU became the most dominant superpower to ever rule the big blue marble. While many applauded the shift in world politics, there were those pundits that were predicting worldwide economic instability and civil unrest. Shares were sold off in unprecedented numbers, bringing further volatility to the already frail markets.

      Unlike the doomsday preppers and cult figures that were gorging themselves on the evening news fodder, the non-European heads of state dreaded the briefs. Epoch-making allies formed, reshaping the diplomatic landscape.

      Amidst the sinister stench of dictatorship, military experts sensed there was a broader plan of dominion unfolding and a greater scheme behind the chancellor's election. In desperation, they sought out a shunned group of U.S. soldiers to unveil the politician’s true intentions. These elite Marines, a clandestine cell known as the HALOs, were tough fighters with remarkable gifts.

      The squadron was beyond presidential and congressional oversight; as such leaders were oblivious to their presence. Only members of a covert branch of government with special clearance were even aware the unit existed. Like any subject that made the electorate uncomfortable, these officials knew it was wise to keep a distance from any controversial topic publicly. The propaganda machine was always in motion. It served to discredit anyone who spoke on such matters, and hence the government could privately explore such disciplines without interference. Telling the masses the Earth is flat is effective as long as it isn’t questioned. Online humiliation and ridicule on social media replaced the beheadings and the stake burnings of yesteryear.

      The HALOs were “officially” disbanded after they failed to prevent a Prime Minister’s assassination, leaving a political vacuum overseas. After intense negotiations, a small division was allowed to remain under the guise of special ops. These soldiers were tasked with the grave responsibility to foresee events and intervene before their unfolding. Their many heroic victories went uncelebrated, but ironically their only failure brought disgrace to their squadron and ultimately the Corps. Any future foundering on their part would seal their dissolution for good.

      The select few who possessed these unique qualities were a dying breed. The seasoned agents were weary; their skills in decline. The only hope for the program to continue was to find the few that remained–if there were any.

      These were desperate times indeed.
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        Club Venus

        December 2006 Tampa, Florida

      

      

      Mozart hated last minute assignments, but this one was different. He couldn’t complain about the venue, it was every SEAL’s dream job. This actually seemed more like attending a bachelor party than a hard day’s night, but still he had to keep his mind on the mission.

      The orders were simple–protect the asset. The NCIS agent briefed them over a secure line on the flight, but the transmission containing the woman’s photo hadn’t gone through. The description would have to do–five-foot seven, one hundred twenty-five pounds, and long, jet-black hair. Tantalizingly, the agent added she had legs that didn’t quit. The SEALs placed a wager on how many times the agent had violated policy by looking up her driver’s license picture. They were going to check the database to settle the bet when they got back on base to debrief.

      Mozart, Wolf, and Abe stood behind the stanchion and presented their bogus IDs to the bouncer. The thumps of the bass could be heard from their place in line and vibrated the walls with every beat. Every time the door opened, a beacon of light signaled as if it was a subliminal broadcast to tempt all the lonely men in town.

      Entering the club was like going through the wardrobe to Narnia. The hazy atmosphere, the flashing lights, and intense music were a drastic change from the calm outside and quickly set the mood. The three SEALs dispersed to take their respective positions. After a childish game of rock-paper-scissors, Mozart won the prime location at center stage by throwing a horizontal hand that trumped the other five fists. Cookie, Dude, and Benny grumbled the entire drive over from the airport about getting stuck with parking lot duty. They were going to miss all the excitement. Wolf promised them a special trip to Sin City to make up for the crappy detail. He even offered to throw in some champagne and caviar, but he could tell they were still ticked off.

      All the SEALs wore baggy clothing to downplay their bulging muscles and to conceal their military tattoos. Mozart ordered a Crown on the rocks and signaled to the others that he was in place. The overwhelming stench of cheap cologne unsettled his stomach and made his balls ache.

      Kimi Love sat backstage sipping her third Jack and soda. She wasn’t about to do this role sober, but maybe she should have stopped after the second round. One of the SEALs would have to drive her home and that meant leaving her unmarked car at the seedy joint overnight. She just knew from experience that someone was going to graffiti her poor Impala. That would mean a long drive to fleet to pick up a loaner. What a pain in the ass. She hoped at least they’d think of something original to write like I did Miss Piggy or I banged Bacon Bitch. Plus, the more she drank, the more likely she would trip on stage in her platform shoes. She must have been buzzed because she chuckled out loud at how hilarious of a fail that would be. She’d never live that one down. The guys on her squad would probably autotune it and post it on YouTube.

      Staring into the cheap mirror, she penciled in another layer of plum liner to emphasize her chartreuse eyes. She noticed the club owner staring at her from behind. What a creep and a distraction. The balding prick made her smudge her makeup. She fantasized about arresting him for some obscure city ordinance violation and hauling him to lockup. The scuz had it coming for something. If only this were her jurisdiction.

      The hair club for men representative that ran the bar wasn’t the only thing that gave her the fidgets. She couldn’t wait to get home and take a scrub brush to her body to wash off the filth. A germaphobe, this was not an ideal setting for the compulsed. Even sitting in the chair made her want to soak her Virginia in vinegar for a hot month. That’s what she called it after one of the investigators on her squad misspelled the female body part. Anyway, the thought of all the bodily fluids that were exchanged in the seat made her dry heave. She was hoping it would pass before she had to go on stage. If she hurled on one of the customers she’d probably blow her cover…literally.

      Kimi was starving. For the past month she had somehow managed a diet of Roman tomatoes and crackers so she could fit into her skimpy attire. Her stomach growled and even the booze didn’t take off the edge. At least if she did vomit during her act, there wouldn’t be too many chunks. Either way, once she finished this assignment she was headed straight for the nearest buffet.

      She envied the twigs that could gorge on carbs without consequence. The universe was cruel but not without mercy. What she lacked in metabolism she more than made up for in cranial capacity. An imagination of seeing her thin colleagues with double chins like Fat Bastard made her choke with laughter. The liquid sprang from her mouth and spattered onto the glass. The anorexic next to her giggled. Kimi wanted to hand her a Snickers bar, but she knew the beanpole would probably just barf it up.

      “You’re next,” Destiny whispered, leaning in with her abundant cleavage. There’s no way those breasts are real. Kimi lied to herself glancing down at her own. She knew the tart’s boobs were too bouncy to be silicone, but it made her feel better about her own meager offering. She fibbed to herself on the regular. How else could she make it through the day? Whoever labeled delusional persons ill was an ass hole. They were probably the sanest bunch around.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine” the exotic dancer said patting the detective on the leg. Oh my gosh…she feels sorry for me, Kimi thought. She was used to the condescending treatment from the men, but she wasn’t going to let this twit belittle her. Kimi puffed out her chest to announce there was a new hen taking over the coop. Hell, if the cop thing didn’t pan out, she could make a living at this. She snickered over the idea.

      Kimi’s hunger pains were overtaken by butterflies. She had never been this nervous for an undercover assignment, but then again, she never had a role this sleazy. At least the prostitution and escort assignments were private and required conversation more than action. She was a pro at dirty talk. The State agency turned one of her undercover calls into a training tape. She was a natural flirt, but this was a much more public display which made it all the more intimidating. The thought of so many men seeing her nearly naked, well that was the scariest of all. Even though she was stick-thin now, haunting memories of her chubby childhood brought on an intense diffidence about her figure. The vision of Oompa Loompas didn’t help and now that damn song was stuck in her head.

      Kimi knew her turn was coming up based on the change in music. The beanpole had chosen Don’t Cha and when she heard the lyric don’t cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me, she laughed. More like a skeleton than a girlfriend, but still it was a good selection for a striptease.

      It was almost time. You can do this doompety doo; she coached herself, trying to get rid of her nerves. Maybe she could get some of that gum from Willy Wonka and float away like Violet…doompety da. Enough of that damn ditty and her insecurities. She moved her face closer to the mirror and gave herself a final pep talk. Those helpless girls need you, she coaxed. Catching this serial killer would at least let them rest a little easier in their graves. She had a soft spot for the underdogs of the world–prostitutes, pill-heads and the like. Most of her fellow dics complained when their victims were shady in any way, but not this girl. Something about their plight made her fight even harder for them. They were human after all and deserved a little dignity.

      Feeling empowered, the realization there would be SEALs in the audience shook away her newly found confidence. Kimi knew she needed them but it was just added pressure. Still, she was grateful the NCIS agent jumped at the chance to assist and made the arrangements on the spot. She had helped him years earlier on a high-profile investigation. Kimi let the agent take all the credit even though she broke the cold case wide open. She loved the puzzles, not the hype. The fact that the mystery she’d cracked had gone unsolved since the 60’s made the debt even greater. The agent earned a promotion and the unit got great publicity for months. Of course it didn’t hurt that the agent tried to get in her pants at homicide school. She suspected he would have done her a solid just to lure her into the sack. Either way, the entire NCIS unit owed her big time, and she wasn’t one to shy away from cashing in on a favor, especially one that helped the victims everyone else discarded.

      Kimi had never had a team of SEALs as backup. She knew they’d have her six. The very thought brought a jolt of epinephrine which was her favorite fix. Her doctor warned her of the effects it was having on her heart, but she was too stubborn to listen. She may have followed his advice if he had been reasonable. Maybe she could have given up her running shoes and roller coasters rides, but he pushed it when he added the foot pursuits and car chases to the list. That’d be like asking a coke head to give up his powder.

      The novelty and unfamiliarity of this undercover role amplified the adrenaline even more which would have made Doctor Funless cringe. Tingles surged through her body at the thought of the SEALs watching her. She never thought in her wildest dreams she’d ever live out this particular exhibitionist fantasy. Adding the hunky military men as onlookers was a special bonus similar to winning the sexual lotto. She tried to put this feeling aside to concentrate on her work. Fat chance of that happening.

      Kimi pondered if she’d be able to spot her mark in the crowd. No one had ever seen the Venus Villain, but she was hopeful her instincts would prevail in the matter. She doubted her abilities at first, but she always got her man in the end…or woman for that matter. They didn’t call her “the mystic” for nothing.

      The introductory bars of the French techno song reverberated back stage. Kimi stood up and took one last look. Damn. She forgot to camouflage her law enforcement tattoo that adorned her left shoulder. Too late now and besides she doubted the serial killer was familiar with ten codes…unless. She tried to put the disturbing notion aside. She’d had her fill of crooked cops.

      Mozart scanned the room looking for signs of the perp. Knowing Wolf and Abe had his back; he concentrated his eyes back towards the stage. There was a tall, skinny blond with double D’s straddling a pole to his left and a petit Asian on a small circular stage to his right drawing a crowd of intoxicated cowboys. The tempo suddenly sped up and the curtain flung apart. Mozart’s jaw literally dropped and his eyes shot wide open. There she was. He knew it in an instant. There was something mesmerizing about her and all rational thoughts escaped him. He may as well have put on a bib to catch the drool. He wanted to put her in lockdown and defile her in ways no other man could. Mozart stared at her French-manicured nails and mused how they could dig deep into his back. Those were battle wounds he craved. The mystic was going to ruin him.

      The undercover detective was wearing a high cut thong and see-through bikini top with platinum beads dangling several inches from both pieces. The crystals glowed like diamonds with each flash of the strobe lights. A Cleopatra-style headpiece with clear gems accented her black waves and a platinum snake bracelet adorned her bicep. She’d had such fun shopping for the items until she knocked over the revolving display case, creating an avalanche of vibrators for all the customers to see. It was more humiliating than the time the half-witted grocery clerk called out a price check on the box of tampons over the loudspeaker in front of her ex.

      Kimi recognized the first SEAL right away. Damn was he yummy. Focus. She put her back towards him and stood spread-eagle and couldn’t help but wonder where this would lead if they were alone. Reaching down she grabbed her ankles and rocked her hips from side to side in sync with each strike of the snare drum. With her head between her knees she was able to assess the room. She located the other two SEALs with ease, but still no sign of her suspect. She stood up and dramatically thrust her head back, flinging her long locks against her back. Maybe that would cover up her ink.

      Mozart’s sweaty palms were glued to his thighs. He was frozen in place and just watched with reckless abandon. The detective crept towards him just inches away from his grasp. She slid her fingers teasingly down her tan thighs that sparkled with gold dust. His hands were jealous and wanted to push hers away. What was she doing to him? He was used to being in control and he found the role-reversal arousing.

      The beat of the fast-paced techno song slowed dramatically. Kimi emphasized the sexy rhythm with pelvic thrusts. She loved the seductive nature of the song that sped up and slowed down like good sex. The hot SEAL in front of her was distracting, but maybe she could use this to her advantage. She crouched down towards him and moistened her top lip with her tongue as she searched the crowd for the suspect. Running her fingers through her hair, she realized she had made a rookie mistake, perhaps a fatal one. With her hand on her head, the cool sensation of the gold metal striking her scalp was undeniable. Damn that whiskey. There was nothing she could do about it now.

      Kimi’s eyes darted towards the 13P (suspicious person) standing near the bar. There was a bulge in his Kiton suit near his ribcage. No SEAL or cop could afford that brand. He wasn’t on the team and he was carrying. There was a shadow cast on his face. Damn. So much for a forensic rendering. Her face slackened and she stared at the SEAL stationed at three o’clock hoping he would get the message.

      Wolf noticed the detective’s gaze and signaled Abe to warn the SEALs outside. They would have to put a tail on the perp once he left the club. They couldn’t allow him to reach his lair, which would put the asset in jeopardy, especially if he chloroformed her like he did the other girls.

      Mozart was oblivious to the serial killer standing just feet away. His gaze was fixated on his new master–Detective Luscious. The singer’s sultry voice moaned and Kimi lip-synced along and closed her lids to act out the climax. As she stroked her bikini top, the light hit the gold band that adorned her finger. Mozart stared in disbelief. His heart sank at the thought. He was enamored and “the mystic” was already taken. It didn’t make any sense. He felt betrayed, if not by her, than by the cosmos. Either way, it didn’t matter. The mystic had invaded his heart and he had to have her…at any cost.
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      Who am I? The scariest question he had ever posed. Not because he was soul searching or trying to “find himself.” This was not a philosophical or figurative question, but an actual one. He literally had no idea who he was–a nightmare from which he could never awake. Even sleep brought no relief. Everyone around him was a stranger…his room unfamiliar. Solitude he could handle, but being alone amounted to being nowhere for his mind was hidden at the end of a maze without an exit. The only glimmer of hope that he could find his true identity locked deep within was dashed after every desperate attempt to recollect failed.

      Who am I? He asked the question again only this time with more alarm and intensity. It seemed the more he tried, the farther away he slipped. Terror and panic were his only companions. For now, he could only refer to himself as John Doe. All he could envision was laying on a steel slab with a tag attached to his big toe because he knew that was where all this was headed. His head spinned in horrifying circles for hours on end, but at least he began to tire. Somehow, amidst that terrifying notion of ending up in a morgue, he managed to drift off to sleep.

      Drip-drop, drip-drop. The subtle sounds awakened him. His lids were so heavy; it took several seconds to open them fully. Lying supine, he could make out some shadowy figures hovered over him. Every part of his body was stiff–every joint and muscle rendered immobile. The faint trickle in the background amplified its rhythm. An aged fellow leaned in, and John Doe noticed something shiny in the man’s hand. A knife maybe? No, a scalpel. Why does he have one of those? Scream you idiot. His mouth disobeyed the command and nothing came out. It was like having constipation of the mouth. Jump off the table…turn or do something. His muscular legs and massive arms also disregarded his orders; nothing worked. Some bodybuilder. Pansy was more like it.

      A woman clad in all white drew dashes on his right side with a black Sharpie. What the hell was she doing and who was her makeup artist…Bozo the Clown? The nurse resembled a cast member in a cheap horror film. The paralysis was unsettling. Why couldn’t he move or speak? The fact that he could hear, smell, see, and feel made matters worse. He wished someone would knock him unconscious.

      The madman with the steel instrument sliced slowly into his side like a butter knife cutting through steel. The instrument must not have been adequate because the nurse handed the doctor a hacksaw. Gripping the handle and the other end with his free hand, he rocked along back and forth, putting all his body weight into it. After several minutes, he discarded the hand tool for a motorized reciprocating saw. With one push of a button, the most deafening and ghastly noise filled the room. The doctor pushed the instrument into his ribcage and a dust-cloud hovered above the operating table, adding a new stench to the room. It was the most excruciating pain he had ever felt. Even childbirth couldn’t compare to the agony of bones being hacked. He didn’t need a uterus to figure that one out. Another shriek was fruitless, so even the little relief that a scream would provide never came. The putrescent smell of blood permeated the damp air.

      The doctor reached into his body with both hands. The sensation was revolting. Even more disturbing, the doc began to tug. Each yank was accompanied by some primordial instinct to strangle the guy, but he still couldn’t move a muscle. The nurse’s eyes widened and her mouth opened as the deranged doctor lifted something out of his abdomen. It was disgustingly big and half-moon-shaped, whatever it was. It resembled a prop out of a Sci-Fi movie. Vile plops of blood plunged onto his motionless body. Suddenly, a new horror emerged. He recognized that alien entity from childhood, the day his father died, but this one wasn’t smooth and red, it was black and bumpy. At least his memory was returning. His dad was dead. An intense ache developed in his gut. It was like that teacher at school had just broken the news to him for the first time all over again.

      The nurse held the organ up high as if she were parading Simba in front of the pride. She marched over to a table where she deposited it into a cooler filled with dry ice. The brume spilled out over the sides. The void she left revealed surgical stainless doors with tinted windows. An imposing chap holding a briefcase stood next to the exit, as if he were in charge or waiting for something. He was dressed in a dark suit and wore sunglasses inside the dimly lit room. His mouth opened revealing his vile dental work, or lack thereof when he gazed over at the hole in the patient’s abdomen. For some reason, his presence was more terrifying than the one belonging to the butcher who had cut him open.

      The doctor moved his face close and let out a depraved laugh. John Doe was certain he wasn’t a violent person, but he felt the sudden urge to rip the man’s face off in a blind rage. A taunting voice emerged inside his head–“See…I told you so. You’re losing it.”
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      The planks creaked as the old Georgia house settled. The windswept tin moaned above, as if whispering a secret. Rain was sure to follow. Jagan opened his eyes to the dark cottage. Drenched in sweat, he rubbed his lids to ward off the disturbing dream and orient himself. His heart was still racing, but he was so relieved he could move…and even better, he knew who he was. Every night for the past month he had the same night terror. Glancing over at his tablet, he sighed in relief that he hadn’t overslept. His routine was everything.

      The coonhound’s tongue scratched against his face, leaving a damp residue. Bocephus took up most of the real estate on the queen-sized bed leaving him scrunched up against the window. Somehow he felt quite certain this would happen even when a human slept by his side.

      “Hungry Bo?” Jagan returned the affection with a few caresses behind his floppy ears. The light from the mini-fridge permeated the room. He filled his bag with the necessary proteins and veggies and tossed a hamburger patty on top for the hungry pooch. Two more weeks of shredding, and he’d be ready for his final competition. He wondered if he’d ever be able to fill his shoes.

      Jagan stood in front of the full length mirror and inspected his eight-pack. He practiced some of his poses and made some notes about which ones he needed to improve. With one hand on the tongue and groove floor and another behind his back, he lifted his body up and down, counting out loud and grunting with each repetition. He posted it on Snapchat, hoping for some feedback. As usual, his inbox got slammed from chicks hitting him up for his digits or offering to show him their boobs, not that he was complaining.

      The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee drifted from the main house and interrupted his morning workout. Kaya was already out in the kitchen pouring herself a cup. As he emptied his groceries, his mother’s gaze fixated on the counter. “Jagan Love, are you meal prepping?” She lifted her hands and rolled her eyes in disapproval.

      Not this again. “At least you didn’t include my middle name. Come on, Nibi. We made a deal.” Jagan had not called her that in years. He thought using the endearing name in their native tongue might simmer her attitude. He was still feeling drained from the vivid dream and not in the mood for a verbal boxing match.

      “Yes, we made one, but you’re breaking it.” She said, pointing to the tall carton of egg whites. “What are those for?” she asked. Jagan couldn’t understand why his mother resented his healthy lifestyle.  She warmed both hands against her black robe, as if preparing for round one.

      “For drinking,” he said in a subversive tone. Maybe moving into the mother-in-law suite out back had been a mistake. He missed his bachelor pad in town, especially his own kitchen, but he knew the family needed him. He only agreed to it on the condition she would stop interfering in his life. Jagan loved his mother deeply, but she was a looky-loo if there ever was one, and she had a special talent for finding which buttons to push. He wondered if Clark Kent ever found Martha this irritating.

      Kaya crinkled her nose. “Raw egg whites. First of all yuck and B you know the avidin will make your biotin levels plummet.” His mother was obsessed with biochemistry and she had a habit of counting and switching to letters midstream. She continued her rant, “It’s bad enough you work out at the gym for hours on end, but your eating habits are just damn peculiar. Protein isn’t the only food group you know…and now raw eggs? How in tarnation is that healthy?”

      She had always been a worry wart at heart, but lately she had been on his case more than usual. Something was going on. “You sound backwoods when you say tar-na-tion and come on, Kaya. It’s natural. It’s not like I’m eating chicken shit.” What Jagan really wanted to say was at least I don’t binge on fast food and chain smoke, but he knew better than to let those words slip out. She’d probably snap and hit him over the head with a frying pan, winning the knockout.

      As usual, he took the softer approach. “All the freaks at the gym do it.” Jagan stood silent waiting for number three or letter C…he was never sure. He was bored with the same old argument each morning. He was twenty-two and his mother still treated him like he was in pull-ups.

      “All the superfreaks at the gym do it. Spare me Rick James.” That was the other thing. She always quoted old funk singers, as if Jagan grew up in the seventies or something. He got tired of googling their names. Kaya continued to repeat his statement in a taunting mumble as she grabbed the container and threw it into the receptacle. “All the freaks freak out. Le Chic says freak.” There she went adding another musical group he wasn’t familiar with. “And D it’s just plain gross to drink that stuff,” she said as she slammed the lid.

      “Nice ma. Those were expensive.” Even though he was aggravated, he couldn’t help but laugh at the fact she skipped the third letter and went right to the fourth. Trying to hide his grin, Jagan turned his head and attention to breakfast. He cracked the eggs, one in each hand, onto the sides of the glass bowl. The vibrant orange yolks stood out amongst the whites. The hens were producing a fine yield thanks to their new diet. He recently added apple cores and vegetable peels to their pellets. Pointing his whisk like a magic wand over to Alexa he ordered, “Play Firepower.” The robotic sounds of the techno piece echoed against the hard pine. Maybe that will drown out mom’s voice.

      Like a factory worker on an assembly line, Jagan lined up the salmon filets and Brussels sprouts onto the baking sheets and showered them with olive oil–first cold pressed. He shook the bottle and swayed in rhythm to the beat.

      Put your hand on the burner. Don’t worry, it won’t hurt.  He didn’t know which voice was more intrusive–Kaya’s or the one inside. Either way, the obsessive ruminations were becoming more frequent. He’d seen the talk shows that featured kids with Tourettes and OCD, but he didn’t think he had something that serious. At least he didn’t have to check the lights a hundred times before leaving the house or wash his hands every five seconds. Besides, he knew better than to confide in his mother. Knowing her, she’d make him get an MRI or something.

      Tending to the pan, he scrambled the eggs well, leaving them to scorch. The smell of sulfur was a stench he enjoyed, especially because it made his mother queasy–a subliminal message to make her vanish so he could cook in peace. Glancing at his wrist-phone, he hurried his pace of eating, trying to ignore her domineering presence. Too bad he didn’t have a cape so he could just fly away.

      At the sink, Kaya scrubbed the frying pan hard with a brillo pad as if punishing the enamel for the earlier tiff. The fibers scraped against the aluminum surface like fingers on a chalkboard. No wonder he had ringing in his ears. She sighed and breathed heavy as if she was burning at the stake. Joan of Arc herself would have been less dramatic. Damn, she had a special knack for playing the martyr. Jagan sprang over to the basin and nudged her over with his elbow.

      “You don’t have to wash my dishes Rick James. Give ‘em to me baby,” he said, speaking a language only she could understand. The corners of his mouth rose like a white flag of surrender. A soft glance from his amber eyes and a flash of his pearly whites were all it would take to win the TKO.

      “You’re a sack of shit,” she said breaking into a laugh. Something she had called him out of the blue and for no reason after one too many shots of Beam. It had become an inside joke between them.

      “Yes, but I’m your sack of shit,” Jagan relaxed and let out a genuine chuckle.

      “I just want you to be safe. Is that asking too much my darling?”

      “Come on, Kaya. There’s no need to worry.” He knew how much she resented being called by her first name. “I’m not him.”
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      Agent U, A.K.A, “Indigo”

      The rings of smoke from the Black and Mild escaped Indigo’s lips, and danced towards the ceiling of the dimly lit tavern. Two tables over, a scrawny brunette offered a subtle nod. Blonds were off his list–a stinging reminder of the love he left behind. The Corps and his country were his brides now.

      “The Panel” thankfully approved his relocation to the suburbs near Quantico. Even though he preferred the fast pace of D.C., there was too much chatter there, and that interference just wouldn’t do…not in his line of work. Besides, the Pentagon and the brass gave him the heebie-jeebies. Some of them had sticks so far up their asses; it would take a crane to yank them out.

      Indigo didn’t have to approach her. His broad chest and bulging biceps did all the work for him. The Raiders’ tattoo was the delectable icing on his masculine cake. It was far too easy. Like a dog in heat, she sauntered towards him with an exaggerated swing of her hips. Her legs went on forever. A strong aroma of peaches announced her arrival and he couldn’t wait to taste her. He had a weakness for perfume. A little young for his liking, but he could tell at least she was legal–or so he hoped. Friday nights were the only time he gave into his vices. The booze and women dulled his senses, so limiting his pleasures was an unfortunate mandate of the job. Man, did his country owe him.

      Leaning towards him, she lifted up his sleeve, exposing the rest of the marking. “Let’s forego the formalities. Shall we?” She said, reaching out her hand, hoping she hadn’t overplayed it.

      She hadn’t. Indigo was relieved to not have to concoct another alias on the fly and he was ready for a long night of lascivious sex with “what’s her name.” Besides, the less said the better unless it was dirty talk. With a tilt of his head he gulped down his glass of cognac in one swift motion. His hand dwarfed her tiny extremity. Slipping his other hand behind her, he eased it down the small of her back. His fingers slid across the waistline of her sarong towards her belly button. He was eager to see what was under her blouse, but it would have to wait. An abs man, he was hoping she wouldn’t disappoint.
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      Who are they? He didn’t recognize anyone. The people around were adamant they were his relatives, but none of them were familiar. They were all liars. Left with no choice but to flee, he booked it out of there to get away from the strangers. He wandered off into the night.

      After miles of rambling without shoes, the exhaustion overcame him. Having nowhere else to go, he climbed up a tree to rest his eyes. When he awoke, he was terrified. He was high off the ground and almost slipped off the branch. What had possessed him to sleep there?

      A noiseless flash overcame the horizon. Almost swept off his feet, Jagan crouched down and raised the side of his hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the intense beam, trying to understand what had just occurred. His heart valves fluttered like dragonfly wings. The atmosphere was so surreal, he didn’t even seem to care his aortic valve was about to burst. Above the façade of the ancient mausoleum, a billowing smoke emerged into the lavender-tinged sky. He had no idea how he ended up here and he had no idea where “here” was.

      A booming thunderclap accompanied the horrendous vision, leaving his swollen eardrums in agony. An intense heat sizzled against his skin like a cattle prod. Images of his life flashed through his brain in a millisecond like a supercharged slideshow. Jagan could visualize each moment of his existence while experiencing a myriad of feelings simultaneously–every joy, heartache and fear, as if each had just happened for the first time all at once. What followed was worse. The daunting emotions of millions of suffering people pressed upon his chest. This was the end and there was no denying it. The mushroom cloud in the distance signified that sure enough. An indescribable evil had unleashed its doomsday device and there was nothing he could do but watch.

      His body felt light as a feather, as if he were somehow hollow inside. Was he dead? Maybe he died in the blast and just didn’t realize it. He wondered if any loved ones on the other side were waiting for him or if he would even recognize them if they were.

      “Bāng bāng wǒ…Bāng bāng wǒ.” The children were standing on a crumbling sidewalk raising their arms towards him, tears streaming down their ashen faces. They continued to scream at him in a foreign language. “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Jagan protested. His well-formed muscles were betraying him again just like in his recurring dream. His larynx refused to respond like the neurons weren’t firing properly in his brain. How could he help them in this condition? He felt about as useless as a dog without a bark. Trails of bright lights from tracers emanated from every direction and careened upwards through the muted sky. The blasts muffled his hearing, but he could still make out that eerie voice that spoke in slow motion–Your mind is slipping.

      A loud buzz emerged from above him and zapped into his tympanic membrane. His body froze and desperately he tried to breathe, but his ribcage was locked. Somehow, Jagan was back in the shack, looking down upon his motionless body. With a nagging hum, his eyes opened and he gasped for air. This was a deviation from his usual nightmare. This was a physical experience he couldn’t explain. He had heard of near-death experiences, but wasn’t sure if this was one of them. All he knew was he couldn’t go on like this any longer. There was only one person wise enough to help him sort this out.
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      Jagan struggled to secure the drain plugs into the transom of the hull. His hands were still shaky. The out-of-body experience felt so real it unhinged his usually calm sense of self. He unloaded the airboat from the trailer and slid a Bowie knife into his snakeskin boot. With his crossbow strapped around his broad shoulder, he climbed onto the back of the flat vessel. He had learned the hard way not to go into the swamps unprepared. Bocephus leapt on board, panting with excitement.

      Jagan knew he had to get to the bottom of this floating act. Something about it was more terrifying than his usual nightmares of being cut open on that table. The thought of a nuclear assault was pressing upon his chest like a vice. He felt responsible somehow for what had happened. He knew it wasn’t real, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he actually witnessed something, as silly as it seemed. He was hoping his grandmother’s old friend could help. Maybe he should have disclosed it to Kaya, but he knew it would just make her worry more. That was the last thing he needed.

      The whirs of the propeller overpowered the engine’s dull roar. Navigating the swamp buggy over the wetlands, the blades sped up upon entering the inlet. At the conflux, Jagan pushed the steering stick forward to turn into the stream. As he eased off the throttle, the harsh sounds dampened, revealing the subtle roars of thunder in the distance. The waterway narrowed as the marshland overtook the landscape.

      Reptilian eyes emerged from the brackish water. Jump in. Don’t mind the gator. Jagan admonished himself to ignore the odd thought. Having far too many close calls with the ancient creature, he knew better than to wrestle one alone.

      Bocephus rushed to the front of the platform and howled as they approached their destination. Hand-carved animal totems and metallic figures dangled from the bald-cypress branches. Jagan navigated the craft through a break in the mangroves and settled it on dry land.

      Gator hides hung from the scaffolds over the open pit. Bocephus trotted up to the smolder with his snout to the ground. His nostrils flaring, he was likely picking up the wafts of green hickory smoke and scents of cured meats that were cascading in the air. Thick drools emanated from his lower jaw as if gravity refused to release them.

      Jagan bowed his head and traversed the sacred ground. Some of his ancestors were slaughtered here. He stared at the dwelling place of one of the last who remained. There were few of his people left in these parts. Ducking his head to enter was the only way to avoid the clumps of dried bog grass that hung from the thatched roof of the circular compound.

      “Your shoes…take them off.” A hawk feather dangled from her clay pipe. Nia studied Jagan’s face and could tell there was something wrong. Chills emerged up and down her spine as she recalled a similar encounter years earlier. The resemblance was uncanny.

      “Sorry, Nia,” Jagan said as he removed his boots, his face flushing from the obvious oversight. Tossing his kickers outside, he plunked down in front of her and rested his elbows on his knees, staring at her intently.

      “It’s been a while,” she said with a hint of disapproval in her voice. “I thought you would have settled down by now.” Nia wondered how a man as sexy as Jagan could still be single. No doubt women threw themselves at him. She sensed that he was guarding his thoughts which piqued her curiosity. “Your mother…how is she?” Nia inquired.

      “Oh fine…I guess,” he said with a whine, staring at the plume above her pipe. Smoke rings arose from her lips and morphed into the shape of a snake. He rubbed his lids, not sure of his senses. Her cloudy eyes fixated on him.

      “What do you mean, you guess? I know it hasn’t been easy since your father died, but try to be patient with her. Remember, the hawk reminds us to be slow to anger,” she said pointing to the feather. “Something you should reflect upon.” Nia blew the vapor towards his face.

      Jagan covered his mouth and coughed, “Okay, I get the point.” The last thing he needed right now was another lecture. It really irked him when they stuck together. He didn’t stand a chance, especially when they ganged up on him like this.

      “Something else troubling you?” she asked. Nia’s instincts were firing on all cylinders. She could tell he was distressed. This wasn’t the first time a Love had come to her for advice. She was hoping she could help this time. If she had only done more to intervene all those years ago things might have turned out differently.

      Jagan’s head dropped towards his folded hands. He wasn’t sure where to begin. The whole thing seemed so absurd to him now that he was actually here. It was like going to a doctor for a rash that suddenly disappears during the exam. Maybe this was a mistake and he should just zip it up. It could be disastrous if word got back to Kaya.

      “A girl perhaps?” Nia knew something more serious was on his mind, but she didn’t want to rush him. Besides, a strong premonition overcame her that she would never see him again. Now was the time to pry. This might be her last chance. Like most elders, she couldn’t resist a juicy piece of gossip. If only she were a few decades younger. Jagan was a looker and charming enough to tempt any woman…no matter how old. At least she could live vicariously through a younger vixen, if he would only give her the details.

      “Not just a girl…the girl. My true love is out there. I know it sounds corny.” Jagan regretted saying it the second the words left his mouth. If Nia didn’t think he was crazy before, she certainly would now. He felt so careless with his tongue. When would he learn to keep his yapper shut?

      “I didn’t know you were such a hopeless romantic. It may not be wise to rest all your hopes on one woman.” Nia stared off into the distance. “You need to be careful. This fairy tale you’ve written may lead you astray.”

      Jagan’s face contorted into a scowl. “So are you saying I shouldn’t believe in true love?” He probably would have been better off getting relationship advice from an online psychic or a magic eight-ball.

      “No, I’m simply warning you to be wary of women that may try to trap you. You’re special Jagan and someone may try to take advantage of that. Don’t fret. It will happen soon enough, just don’t rush it.” Nia clapped her hands together. “Enough about love.” She was disappointed he didn’t have a sordid tale to tell.  “What’s really bothering you? You’ve been having those dreams again, haven’t you?”

      Jagan paused for a moment. “This one was different,” he whispered. Jagan was always so bewildered at how she could anticipate his thoughts. He respected Nia, but there was something about her that made him uneasy.

      “How so?” Nia put down her pipe and pulled her long, stringy locks to the side, separating her hair into three sections. Jagan was trying to block her out, so she had to distract him in hopes he would let down his guard.

      “It’s hard to explain.” More like impossible. He never should have come here. His father had warned him before he died. It was one of his strongest memories of him. He obviously didn’t trust her but then again he wasn’t a native. Maybe he just was unfamiliar with their customs, their way of life or maybe he was right? If only he could get his advice now.

      “Try,” Nia said firmly. The corners of her mouth turned up, emphasizing her marionette lines. He was making this more difficult than it had to be. She wondered if he was hesitant because he was traumatized somehow.

      “It was almost like I was awake, but only a part of my body was with me.” He felt like such an idiot. Here he was a grown man talking to an old woman about his dreams. He may as well of asked her to wipe his bottom while he was at it.

      “Did you feel like you were flying?” She wove the outer sections of her hair around the middle one, securing the loose braid with a string. At least he was finally opening up. She knew this wasn’t easy for him. The men struggled so much more when it came to such things.

      “Yes.” Jagan stared at her hair hypnotically. For some reason he no longer seemed to care what she thought. He was starting to feel comfortable, like he was just BSing with his buddy Luca.

      “I see.” Nia’s face slackened. “What happened in the dream?”

      Jagan covered his mouth with his fist. Nia could see his Adam’s apple move more dramatically when he swallowed. Beads of sweat accumulated on his forehead. This must have been worse than she first suspected.

      “There was a hydrogen bomb or some type of nuclear explosion.”

      “Go on,” she said rising to a stand. No wonder he was upset. Nia had pondered it before, but now she was certain he had the gift. She had hoped otherwise. Life was not going to be easy for him. It was an unfair burden.

      “It was overseas somewhere.” He wasn’t really sure exactly. He hadn’t given it that much thought. Did the location matter? He was trying to review the images in his mind to see if there was a clue he had missed.

      “Japan?” She asked. If there was a nuclear explosion, Nia knew this would be the first logical choice, but she couldn’t imagine why he would be dreaming about World War II.

      “No. China, I think.” Jagan recalled the Mausoleum from the dream. That was the location of the Tiananmen Square riots. He had seen a documentary on it back in school.

      “Most unfortunate.” She was hoping he’d envisioned the former. Nia snipped some herbs that were hanging from a beam and placed them into a wooden mug. Jagan needed more than guidance.

      “Why is that?” He couldn’t understand why the identity of the country mattered so much. Maybe she was asking the wrong questions. Weren’t the suffering children and mass casualties more important than the locale?

      “Come. Let’s sit by the fire. You need some fresh air.” Nia grabbed a terracotta pot and walked out of the crude dwelling. After she filled the Earthenware, she placed it on the fire and motioned for Jagan to sit. “What else do you remember?” she asked.

      “There were children.” Jagan felt a lump in his throat as he recalled the helpless looks on their faces. He never wanted to relive the experience or to feel that powerless ever again.

      “Did they speak to you?” Nia already knew the answer.

      “Well that’s the unsettling thing. They did, but not in a language I understood. Chinese, I think.” It made him anxious that he heard words in a dialect he had never been taught. A slight tremor emerged in his hand. He glanced down at it as if it had a mind of its own.

      Nia poured the hot water into the mug and said, “Here, drink this. It will calm your nerves.” There had to be something else she could do to help him. She had to think of something quick.

      Bocephus gnawed on one of the gator tails he had pinned between his front paws. “Now boy, that’s not polite.” His master scolded him. He tried to pry the meat from his maw.

      “That’s alright. There’s plenty to go around,” she said, stroking the hound. “It’s nice to have a dog around. They’re smarter than people, you know.” Nia knew that most humans were oblivious and underestimated the animals in the kingdom that were not of the Homo sapiens variety. “Even ants work together better than most of the people I know,” she said. “Animals are a part of the spirit world. Some are there to warn you of danger; others bring messages from loved ones who have passed on to another realm. There are also those special ones that are attached to only one person–a guide if you will. You must find yours and pay attention to what the other creatures are trying to tell you.”

      Jagan knew she was a wise woman and probably right about the insects, but the rest of it sounded like a scene out of Snow White. He was a Spiritist by birth, not by choice. It all seemed rather far-fetched. He wasn’t really sure what he believed, but his gut was telling him the dream had some meaning. “Why does it matter whether the dream took place in China or Japan?” He asked staring into the cup as if in a trance. Maybe there was more to it than he first thought.

      “If it was Japan, it might have been a past projection. Your journey was into the future, so to speak,” she said stoking the fire. The embers beamed like lava rocks.

      “What? But, how can that be?” What the hell was she talking about the future? This wasn’t making any sense. He didn’t read tarot cards or believe in any of that hocus pocus. She was probably just pulling his leg. Journey into the future my foot, he thought.

      “I don’t ever recall a bomb that big going off in China, do you?” Nia rhetorically asked. “There is no history of such a thing. So what you saw hasn’t happened yet. Simple,” she said smugly.

      “This all sounds rather out there to me. Are you trying to suggest I’m some sort of a time traveler or something?” He started to chuckle at the thought.

      “Not you exactly, but a part of you…your spirit.” Nia was surprised Jagan knew nothing of astral projection. His mother should have taught him these things. There must have been a reason she kept this from him.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Jagan took a sip of the concoction and pursed his lips. Nia’s tone made him feel like a naïve child.

      “I know it’s bitter, but you’ll get used to it.” Nia pointed to a bright orange object in the night sky.” Jagan tilted his head upwards.

      “See that one near the head of the bison?”

      “You mean Orion’s belt?”

      “That’s what the outsiders call it. Look at the star.”

      “That’s Betelgeuse. It’s supposed to go supernova.” He took a big gulp and gazed back up. Like his ancestors, Jagan was fascinated by the night sky.

      “That flickering light you’re gazing at is over six hundred years old. It doesn’t change what happened on that orb all those years ago, but you are seeing it now, as if the light was shining for the very first time,” she explained. The ornaments on the trees chimed as the wind picked up momentum. Bocephus gulped down the last bite and curled up next to his owner as if he sensed an approaching storm.

      “So, what’s your point, Nia?”

      “What you saw was the future, just like now you are seeing the past. Time is a difficult construct to absorb.”

      “So what you’re saying is that my dream was actually a vision of the future?”

      “That’s precisely what I’m saying, but just like you can’t touch that star, you cannot change anything or interact with anyone when you travel in your visions.”

      “Let’s just hypothetically say for a moment I believe you, which I don’t…what is the point of seeing the future if it cannot be changed?”

      “This is where things become a little more complicated. There are two schools of thought on this one, and it’s up to you which one you ascribe to.” Nia wasn’t sure he was ready for this. She wished she had more time to teach him the ways of their ancestors. Jagan nodded at her to continue.

      “You see, some believe that every action you take has a meaning. If you turn left at the crossroads for example, your entire life turns out differently than if you had turned right.”

      “Okay, I’m with you so far.”

      “There are others that believe no matter which way you turn, the outcome will be the same. In other words that each person has a destiny that cannot be changed.”

      “That’s pretty deep Nia, but what if they both are true? What if the actions are necessary to fulfill the destiny, but the person is unaware they are complying with an unknown force.”

      Jagan was wiser than she thought. She had never looked at it that way. “Either way, you have to determine the significance of your dream and what you are willing to do about it.”

      “So, you think it can be changed? The outcome, I mean.”

      “Theoretically, yes, but only in the tangible world, not the astral one. Think of it as having a View-Master. You remember that toy where you can peer into it and peek at the pictures?” He nodded and Nia continued, “You can’t enter the scenes, but you can inspect them.”

      “So it doesn’t matter how I act in the dream, only what information I can learn from it?”

      “Yes. Any action you take has to be when you’re awake.”

      Jagan’s lids began to close. He was starting to understand, but it was a lot to take in at once. His fingers began to lose their grip on his cup.

      “That’s enough for tonight. You should rest, but tell me something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you ever have any visions while you’re awake?”

      “Just gut feelings mostly.” Jagan didn’t want to disclose anything that personal, especially because she’d probably go running to his mother.

      “Anything else?” She pried as she placed the hand-woven blanket over his shoulders.

      “Sometimes I have intrusive thoughts,” he admitted reluctantly.

      “I see,” she said rubbing her fingers against the sides of her nose.

      “Are those visions too?” he asked.

      “I don't think so.” Nia went back inside. She wondered if Kaya knew.

      Hoo, hoo. A great horned owl landed on a nearby mossy oak. His head contorted in an almost supernatural display. Bocephus raised his muzzle and let out a howl. The bird of prey flirted its wings and flew off into the night. “Good boy. Scare mama’s spy away,” Jagan slurred. Whatever she put in his drink was making him loopy.

      Nia returned with an embroidered bag and a red cedar box. She placed them in front of him.

      “What’s this?” He was starting to see double.

      “Open them.”

      Jagan reached into the bag and pulled out several pouches filled with tobacco and herbs. Inside the box was a hand-carved pipe.

      “I don’t smoke,” he protested.

      “This is different. It’s medicinal.”

      “Well, either way, I can’t accept this, it belonged to him.”

      “I think he would want you to have it. Besides, it will help keep those unwanted messages at bay. Rest up. You’re going to need your strength.”

      “What for?”

      “Your grandmother can explain better than I can, but for tomorrow, you need to find someone who can help you translate those words from your vision.” Nia leaned over and kissed Jagan on the lips. She allowed herself the pleasure of lingering on him for a few seconds. If only she were younger. His lips tasted like honey.

      “Night, Nia and thanks.”

      “You have his auburn eyes,” she said softly.
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      Agent U, A.K.A, “Indigo”

      Indigo’s eyes broadened, “This can’t be your hooptie?” Indigo was flabbergasted…a stunning babe and a muscle car to boot. He pinched himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Of course he could land just about any chick he wanted. He was accustomed to women throwing themselves at him, but there was something different about this girl.

      “Scarlet. The name’s Scarlet and yes, it was my grandfather’s.” She couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

      “Is this a 68?” Indigo already knew the answer. He was testing his hunch to see how much of a Tomboy she really was. He wasn’t fooled by the outfit and makeup. The calluses on her hands were a dead giveaway.

      “Yup. Only has a thousand miles on it. All original including the paint. All the numbers match,” Scarlet said proudly. She knew her way around a motor.

      “I didn’t think there were any Chargers left, except in museums. It’s in mint condition.” He was right. Tomboy. Indigo hadn’t felt this alive in years. He had become so immersed in his work that he had forgotten about the simply joys in life. For some reason just beholding the vintage car and her company made him feel like a new man.

      “Gramps kept it in his barn. He had one of those wall units, you know that blow the ice-cold air. Kept it at a steady seventy degrees. He only drove it a few times. Polished it a thousand. Was his obsession.”

      “My brother…”

      Scarlet paused, “Yes, go on.” She was surprised he was opening up to her so quickly. She pegged him for being an all action, man of few words type of guy. Maybe she was wrong.

      “Never mind.” Indigo wasn’t sure why he had said that. He didn’t even have a brother, did he? He wasn’t that drunk but the fact that he said it made it difficult to concentrate. It was like someone put his thoughts in a blender. Damn. A brother? He tried not to dwell. This was his night off and he was going to enjoy it. He worked hard after all.

      “Maybe I’ll let you drive it some time.” Scarlet could tell his attention was drifting elsewhere so she winked at him and flipped her hair. She had never done anything like this before. There was something exhilarating about picking up a stranger.

      Indigo’s lips opened, showing off his million-dollar smile. He flexed his biceps as he opened Scarlet’s door.

      “What a gentleman.” She highly doubted that he was. He seemed more pig than puppy.

      “So I’ve been told.” Indigo whistled as he strode around the back of the car. He hesitated after he touched the passenger handle.

      Scarlet giggled and rested her chin on the roof. “Yeah, I bet. Aren’t you getting in?”

      For a moment there Indigo had a funny feeling, like something wasn’t quite right. “What the heck,” he answered and plopped down into the seat.

      Scarlet got in and revved her up. For a moment there she thought he was going to change his mind.

      “Now this is too much,” Indigo said as he pushed the eject button. “An eight-track?” He inhaled deeply and savored the vinyl aroma. The scent was somehow more than nostalgic. It evoked a memory that he couldn’t hold onto.

      “It wouldn’t be authentic without one. All the oldies. Here, pick one.” She flipped open the center console exposing a selection of cassettes.

      He lifted each one up, inspecting the cover. “ACDC, Skynyrd, Frampton, Kiss…” This was insane. Her taste in music was just another plus. He finally made his choice and inserted it into the slot.

      “Foreigner…nice,” she said as she adjusted the rear-view mirror.

      It feels like the first time, Indigo sang as he tapped his hand against his thigh. He had a feeling with her it might. There was something ghostly about the song and the way Lou Gramm’s voice echoed into the night. It brought something back to him…like a déjà vu. He couldn’t grasp the memory. It was odd because he knew all the lyrics but couldn’t recall where he was when he heard the song. Scarlet navigated the hot rod through the desolate streets and steered her onto the on-ramp.

      “This is the best part,” Indigo said as the guitar solo started. He gazed at her and sang along as if he were serenading her. Won’t you open up the door, he continued to sing.

      “Maybe a rock career is not in your cards,” she mocked him and added a giggle to make the comment stick. She actually found his singing sexy, but thought it would go to his head if she told him so. It didn’t seem right that he got all those looks and talent to boot.

      “Wait, the turnpike? Where are you taking me?”

      “Why don’t you take a nap? It’s going to be a long ride.” Scarlet began to feel a little guilty about what she had done. He really seemed like a decent guy.

      Indigo tried to keep his eyes open, but there was no use. Everything faded to black.
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      Jagan sprinted towards the bus, dropping his energy drink in the process. There goes his pick-me-up. Whatever Nia gave him the night before was potent. He hadn’t slept that well in years but now he was dragging ass. His motor blown, for now he’d have to hitch a ride on public transportation. What a buzz kill. Following Nia’s advice, he was off to the local university to meet with a language professor. Maybe he could decipher the message from his dream. It was worth a shot anyhow.

      A man in a dark suit stood at the top of the steps. Lifting up his shades, his eyes peered at Jagan as if he could see through to his very soul. His mouth went dry and his palms began to sweat. The closer he moved towards the stranger, the more his discomfort grew. There was something about his blue-black hair and piercing azure eyes that seemed almost unnatural. From ear to ear, a scar about an inch wide traversed the man’s throat. The skin on his face was pitted, like someone dipped him in acid. A strong feeling of familiarity crept into Jagan’s mind. Was that the man from his nightmare…the one standing guard at the door? Whoever he was, his presence evoked a certain panic in Jagan like the way the animals behaved when they ran from Damien at the zoo. Chords from a pipe organ sounded off in his mind as if warning him to run.

      “There you are,” Luca said coming up behind Jagan. “Why don’t you sit-in on my literature class and then I’ll take you to meet the language professor.”

      Jagan turned around to face his friend. “You mean like English?”

      “Trust me you don’t want to miss this class.” Luca nodded his head slightly up and down like he knew a dirty little secret. He knew it was a boring topic but his friend was in for a real treat.

      “Whatever you say man. Hey, do you know who that guy is?” Jagan asked pointing back over his shoulder to where the suspicious man had been standing.

      “What guy?” Luca crinkled his eyebrows together. When Jagan turned back around the man was gone. English Lit was not his forte, but he was hoping it would get his mind off the boogey-man, even if it would bore him to death. Jagan followed Luca to Wadsworth Hall. A group of girls ogled the men and giggled as they strutted by. Now Jagan understood why Luca had signed up for classes. It was all about the babes.

      Professor Garrett wrote three words on the board–In Cold Blood. Jagan was confused. He thought this was a literature class, not criminology but the three words got his attention. “For this assignment, I want a full analysis of the book to be turned in by the end of the semester and I don’t want to read what’s already been done. I’m looking for a paradigm shift here so to speak.” Various sighs and moans let out simultaneously. A few curse words were mumbled by some of the less serious students in the back row. One of the guys yelled out, “shift this,” as he propped one of his legs up on his seat and grabbed his manhood. The professor pretended not to notice. Most of them were jocks on football scholarships. They made their contempt for academia known.

      “Make sure you cite your sources properly.” The young blond looked more like a model than an instructor. Jagan could tell his friend was hot for teacher. Knowing Luca, he probably already placed his Italian fingers between her legs. He could charm the pants off of any girl with his GQ looks and Italian accent.

      “APA style,” she added the final blow. The groans increased.

      Several taps emanated from the front of the room. The teacher sashayed towards the door, her heels clicking with every step. Jagan stared at her sultry form, monitoring the sway of her hips which were accentuated by her snug pencil skirt. Jagan didn’t know how any male student could focus in her class. Men thought about sex enough without encouragement, but with eye candy like that the guys didn’t stand a chance at a decent education. A clever lawyer like Johnny Cochran could probably sue her for some type of human rights violation or a “no child left behind” infraction. Jagan pictured the closing argument and couldn’t help but laugh. He continued to stare and with a turn of the knob, the tantalizing teacher nudged open the door.

      Professor Garrett leaned in and put her face closer to the opening. Jagan watched her lips moving, but couldn’t get a visual of the person on the other side. With a sudden turn of her head, she gazed directly at him. He must have been imagining things. With a hard swallow, he turned his attention towards the black-and-white images displayed on the screen. Being projected were mugshots of two convicts and a caption written above–Mass Murder in Kansas.

      The professor dismissed the class and the undergraduates closed their books and began their departure. As Jagan made his way towards the exit, the teacher called out to him. “Mr. Love, a recruiter came to class looking for you. He left you his card.”

      Jagan took it and held it in his hand. It had been years since he filled out that paper expressing interest in the Marines. An odd feeling overcame him. How did she know his name? He placed it in his pocket and brushed his hand against his pants as if to ward off an evil spirit. He thanked her although maybe he shouldn’t have. That had to have been the guy on the steps so why was she talking to that creep in the first place?

      Luca led the way over to the language department and knocked on the door. Tap, tap. “Jìnlái.” The professor said something in Chinese and motioned with his hand towards the chairs on the other side of his desk. The very sound of his voice unsettled Jagan’s nerves.

      Luca popped his head in further. “Sorry, Professor Zhang…This is my friend, Jagan, the one I was telling you about.”

      “Right. The one who needs a translation.” He emphasized his Beijing accent. His English was almost unintelligible.

      “Yes, professor. I won’t take much of your time.” Jagan chimed in fidgeting with the paper in his hands.

      “Why didn’t you take my class this semester?” The professor asked in an irritated tone. Luca knew better. The student body boycotted his class earlier in the year. Maybe the professor was unaware of the coups. Obviously, he was desperate for students.

      “I’m not sure, but now I wish I would have.” Luca fibbed. His eyes darted across the room uncomfortably. There was a reason he hadn’t. Word was around campus that the professor had an explosive temper. Some of the Lambda Chis foolishly tagged him on Twitter as @professorpootietang during initiation week. Mysteriously the next day someone set their frat house on fire. The campus police were unable to prove who committed the arson, but the unofficial account stuck.

      “Before we get started, let’s get a few things straight. I am not Professor Wang nor your pootie tang. I’m not your ying or yang and I don’t like to gang bang.”

      They tried to muffle their laughter. “Try Puca,” Luca offered trying to act sympathetic. He glanced over at his friend for help but knew nothing insulting rhymed with Jagan. He felt bad for the teacher who had been ridiculed his entire life over his surname, but he was beginning to see how volatile he was. He wondered if there was something more to it.

      “I see. Come in, both of you. Take a seat.” They trekked in admiring the artwork and jade statues adorning the professor’s shelves. There were some Jians and daos adorning the walls. Luca shielded his man parts with his hands. No wang for Zhang he thought. Holding back another laugh, he was impressed at his comedic rhyme, but he was a little concerned if he said the wrong thing Zhang might lose his shit and slice his junk with a sword.

      “Well, come, come. I don’t have all day. Can I offer you boys a drink?”

      Luca and Jagan turned their heads simultaneously and said no so quick and loud it startled the professor. Luca had told Jagan months earlier about the frat incident. In addition to the blaze, someone had slipped a laxative into the Hunch Punch and the Lambdas were crapping themselves for weeks.

      “I was hoping you could help me with this translation. I’m pretty sure it’s Chinese.” Jagan said careful not to say anything that ended with ang.

      “Is it Mandarin or Cantonese?” Professor Pootietang tilted his head. He was eyeing Jagan like the Coyote would the Roadrunner. Luca took one look at the Chinese morning stars on Zhang’s desk and shielded his parts again.

      “I’m not sure.” Jagan replied glancing over at Luca who was squeezing his knees together as if he had to pee. He squinted his eyes at his Italian friend and mouthed the words “stop.” He didn’t want to tick off the professor at least until they got the translation. The teacher was thin and older, but he had that look to him, like he could conjure up Bruce Lee and kick some solid ass. The distinctive sounds of a Pipa twanged in an imagination of the professor in a Gi. He pictured a Kung Fu scene in which Zhang took on all the Lambdas at once.

      “All right. Let’s take a look.” Jagan handed the professor a piece of paper.

      Unfolding it, he put on his glasses. Ah ha ha. Professor Zhang’s face crinkled.

      “Is it that funny?” Luca asked. Not as funny as the rhymes at least.

      “No, it’s your spelling.” The professor directed his gaze towards Jagan. “You should sign up for my class too.” Jagan glanced over at Luca and protruded his tongue, looking like a baby that had just sucked on a lemon. Professor Zhang continued, “But I think I understand what you were trying to write.”

      “Okay, well what does it mean?” Luca asked. He wished the professor would just get to the point so he could uncover his junk. It was mentally exhausting having to protect his wang from Zhang and his swords.

      The professor’s mouth curved downwards and the lines in his forehead deepened. “Help us. It means…help us.” Zhang spoke with a singsong sound that made the translation more ominous.  

      “What about the next line?” Jagan was eager but fearful to hear. He had a feeling it wasn’t good.

      “Is this some kind of joke or something,” the professor said rising from his chair. He walked over to one of the shelves and picked up a bronze sculpture of a dragon. Luca took a big sigh, relieved it wasn’t one of the blades. Zhang looked out the window and rubbed his hands over the statue as if he were conjuring up a genie. Maybe he was wishing the Lambdas would get the runs again.

      “What is it professor?” Luca asked.

      “I’ll tell you but then you both get out of my classroom and never come back.” The boys had some nerve asking for a favor and insulting him like this.

      Luca and Jagan faced each other and raised their shoulders in confusion. They both turned back towards the professor and nodded their heads to agree to his terms.

      “It says…” The professor took a sip of water and whispered, “Death to the Chinese.”
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      The tinkling of the wind chimes grew louder as the winds picked up. Kaya and her best friend Bethany were perched on the swing fastened to the cedar beam of the wrap-around porch. They had met years earlier at a bingo hall and had been thick as thieves ever since. Kaya loved to gamble. Every Thursday she packed her lucky blotter and swore on her way out that the day of her big score had finally arrived.

      Bethany was a widow from Brooklyn. Brilliant, but she squandered the gift away. A walking medical encyclopedia, each week she convinced herself she was suffering from a new ailment. It was like someone plucked the hypochondriac right out of a Woody Allen film. Luca nicknamed her Batshit Bethany. Aside from her eccentricities though, she was hilarious and could give any stand up a run for their money.

      Jagan overheard Bethany describing her new disease of the week–pseudobulbar palsy. She must have seen that recent ad they had been running on TV. She was so convinced she was going to die from it, she began writing her will and making funeral arrangements. Jagan knew she was laughing and crying out of the blue because she was going through “the change” but he wasn’t about to be the one to break the news. Besides, he thought she was happier believing she was terminal than being afflicted with something as unspeakable as menopause.

      Bethany yelled out hello. He wished they hadn’t noticed him, because he was certain she was going to try and set him up with her daughter again. Bethany had sprung her on him once before by just showing up unannounced for dinner. He was certain Kaya was in on it. Jagan had to excuse himself from the table and secretly put in ear plugs because the sounds nearly deafened him. Luca kept kicking him under the table and nicknamed her Melissa the Pissa after hearing her snort. He came up with it when he said she bugged the piss out of him and the name stuck. Luca didn’t stop there. He said the Pissa would die a spinster because there was no way any man’s ears could survive that kind of torture. Jagan actually thought she was a nice girl to the point he actually looked up a cure for snortling online.

      Bethany announced she had to leave to pick up a friend from the airport. After she stood up, she threw in another pitch for Melissa the Pissa. Jagan rolled his eyes at Kaya as he hugged Bethany goodbye.

      Kaya stared sightlessly into the distance after her friend left. Nothing but oaks and swampland. Usually she was in a good mood after a visit with her Bingo buddy, so something was on her mind.

      “You might want to ash that.” Jagan suggested in a sarcastic tone. She had a habit of letting her cinders get too long. He referred to any long embers as a “Kaya.”

      “How was your trip to campus?” She tried to regain her train of thought. Following his advice, she tapped her Camel against the ceramic tray. She knew Jagan worked hard to help out the family, but she had such dreams for him. She had managed to put aside a little money out of each paycheck to pay for his education, but all he cared about was bodybuilding and his plans for a future as a career soldier. Kaya was trying not to be too obvious with her questioning, but she was hoping his visit to the school piqued his interest.

      “It’s a nice school I guess. By the way, didn’t Lolli have something to do with that Truman Capote case?”

      “Which one?” Damn. He was already changing the subject. It was always like a chess match with him, she thought. Each time she would capture one of his pawns, he would tackle one of her knights when she wasn’t looking.

      “You know, In Cold Blood.”

      Kaya averted his gaze. “Oh, that. There was a big fuss about it in the papers before you were born. Your grandmother didn’t talk about it much after. Why do you ask?”

      “I monitored Luca’s literature class. The professor gave a lecture on the book. It sounds pretty damn interesting.”

      “Language,” she held up her hands as if he had just thrown out the F-bomb. Kaya had a mouth like a trucker but around her son she pretended otherwise. He found the class interesting. She’d just captured his rook. “I can’t believe they’re still analyzing that book after all these years. There were several movies made about it too you know.”

      “Really?  I wonder if she’d give me the inside scoop.” Jagan turned around and stared out through the porch screen. Lolli was out in the greenhouse tending to her Camellias, the glory of her garden.

      “Don’t go bothering your grandmother about that. You know she hasn’t been the same since…” Kaya didn’t want to mention the subject by name. She had tried so hard to protect him and keep him from it. She wasn’t sure how much he remembered.

      Jagan disregarded the warning and began his descent down the steps. That was another odd thing about his mother. She was always trying to keep his grandmother away from him. They were hiding something from him and he was determined to figure it out.

      “Why don’t you talk to Pop? I’m sure he recollects it. He accompanied her out to Kansas to exhume the bodies.” Kaya recalled their trip and how pissed off they were when they discovered she’d left her brothers home alone to go on a fishing trip. She never lived that one down.

      “Nah. He’s out in the fields on the tractor.” Jagan’s grandpa was like a father to him. Pop was an excellent stand-in even though he missed his father terribly.

      Kaya opened the porch door, “Think there’s still some old newspapers up in the attic.” Jagan didn’t bother to turn around but acknowledged her with a wave of his hand. Thud. His mother could say more with the slam of a door than mere words. He wasn’t even sure why she was upset. He exhaled and balled up his fists. He would do some extra reps later to relieve the tension. That nagging question still lingered in his mind…What were they hiding?
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      The mist swallowed much of the swamp and crept over to the greenhouse levitating over it like a frame. Jagan gently opened the glass door and stepped inside. Kimi’s raven hair was invaded by a thin stretch of ivory locks on one side. Jagan could never understand why she didn’t cut it. Most women in Georgia kept their hair short, but she was never one to follow trends.

      Schlit. The water droplets struck the creeping fig which encircled the inner walls of the nursery. “Something on your mind Papoose?” Lolli kept on spraying the fichus.

      “You know I’m getting too old for that Kimi.”

      “That’s Lolli to you and not to me you’re not. Just because you’re bigger than a tank, doesn’t mean squat. You’ll always be my little Papoose.” Kimi knew her grandson was troubled by something. “Come on, spit it out. What’s on your mind?”

      “What can you tell me about In Cold Blood?” Jagan was worried. Maybe his mother was right and he shouldn’t be bothering her. He knew Kaya was keeping something from him, but he wasn’t sure what. The last thing he wanted to do was upset her.

      Lolli stopped squeezing the sprayer. With a single pivot she turned around and stared at her grandson. She hadn’t heard those words in years.

      “That was before you were born. It’s ancient history.” Kimi just knew that case would come up again for some reason, but she didn’t think it would be brought up by her grandson. She was hoping Jagan couldn’t tell that he had struck a nerve. The last thing she wanted was for him to feel bad. Ever since he was little she was very protective of him and for good reason.

      “I know it’s been a long time, but Luca has to write a paper on it. Thought we could give him an edge.” Jagan didn’t want to admit how curious he was about the case, but there was something rather intriguing about it. He was hoping she would be willing to open up about it. She had been so quiet lately.

      Luca…why couldn’t she remember who he was? She couldn’t ask or else it would raise suspicion that something was wrong. “I see. Well, there’s a lot the public didn’t know. Guess there’s no harm in telling you now.” Lolli sipped on her spiked tea. Jagan was almost in a trance listening to her talk about the case. There was something surreal about being the first person to hear some of the details.

      “It’s getting late Jagan. I need my rest.”

      “But I want to hear more.” Jagan knew he was being selfish, but she had just got to the part where they unearthed the bodies. How could she cut it off at that point?

      “Tell you what. My notes are up in the attic along with the old newspaper clippings. There is even a video of the exhumations. I left them up there for you.”

      “For me?” Jagan was baffled. He had never expressed any interest in detective work or forensics.

      “You’ll understand soon enough…all in due time, all in due time,” she repeated.

      Jagan’s eyebrows furrowed as he rested his elbow on the bench to support his chin. Why had she left papers about a murder for him? Maybe this was the reason everyone was acting so jumpy. There were so many more questions he wanted to ask her but he didn’t want to push too hard.

      The corners of Lolli’s mouth gently rose. Her beryl eyes beamed in the moonlight like gems. Her fine wrinkles faded into her porcelain skin. “Papoose.” Her voice sang softly like a mockingbird.

      “Yes, Lolli.”

      “Don’t forget to feed Westley and Buttercup.”

      “As you wish,” he replied in reference to one of their favorite movies.

      “And don’t mix up their feed,” she reminded him.

      “Coastal for Buttercup and alfalfa for Westley, right?”

      “That’s it…and remember…” Lolli tapped her fingers against the left side of her chest and said, “I’m always…”

      “In my heart,” Jagan replied mirroring the motion.
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      Bly was exhausted. After a long shift at the shop, he grated the driveway which was more grueling than it looked. The way the tractor bounced him around made his knees and back ache more than usual. “You’re going to burn a hole in my heart pine if you’re not careful,” Bly said. He knew very well that all of her focus was on Jagan. Life had been hard on his daughter since she lost her husband. He wished there was more he could do.

      Kaya stopped her pacing and turned towards the greenhouse. All she wanted in life was to be a good mother. She never wanted money or fame. She had even accepted the fact that she’d probably spend the rest of her life as a widow, but now she feared she was failing at her one important job. If she couldn’t keep Jagan safe, then what was her reason to exist?

      “How long has he been out there?” Bly asked wiping the sweat from his brow with a worn bandanna. He wished his daughter had remarried. It wasn’t healthy for her to dwell so much on her son’s life and she needed a hobby that didn’t involve yelling out BINGO in a church hall.

      Kaya paused before speaking and tried to change the subject. “You sound tired.” She lit another Camel. Jagan wasn’t the only one she was worried about. Her father worked too hard for his age and he was looking frail. She couldn’t imagine managing things without him.

      “Don’t deflect. I know you too well.” Kaya was right though. The years of mechanics had taken its toll on his joints. He opened the BC paper and consumed the powder like a high-powered vacuum. His blood really was thinner than water.

      “Dammit dad. You know I’m worried. He’s been out there for hours.” She finally responded to his question. “I wish he’d go to school and find a nice young woman to marry and settle down. He spends way too much time out there for one and B on fitness.”

      “There’s no reason to fret. You got that from your mother I’m afraid.” This was a repeat performance for Bly. It was like listening to Kimi all over again. He couldn’t stand it then, just like he couldn’t stand it now. That was the problem with women–they were always trying to control everything around them. Life just didn’t work that way.

      “There are plenty of reasons. She had reason to worry too, remember?” Kaya tried not to bring it up, but sometimes she just couldn’t help it. She just didn’t understand how her father could distance himself from what happened. Sometimes she thought he was an android.

      “Okay, let’s not get carried away now. What’s really going on?” Bly knew that his daughter had the same instincts his wife did. Lately, she was acting more frantic than normal. Maybe she knew something she wasn’t telling him. The women were always trying to protect him as if he were as fragile as a Fabergé egg.

      “I found some of those supplements in his room.” Kaya knew this was an ominous sign. She recalled more of what happened than her father because he was distracted from his work back then. She actually thought he blocked most of it out. Maybe it was better that way.

      “So he likes to body-build. There’s nothing wrong with that. Besides, you know we were never able to prove what happened before.” Bly was a simple kind of man. He didn’t want to spend his time philosophizing and analyzing everything little thing that happened. He believed things always had a way of working themselves out.

      “It’s not just that, dad,” Kaya said holding her cigarette close to her lips. “He’s just too kind of a person. He doesn’t drink, doesn’t smoke…hell, I don’t even know if he’s ever been laid. It’s like he’s Sandra Dee.”

      “Who the hell is that?” Bly scratched his head. He swore his daughter just made up names sometimes to confuse him. He’d overheard her and Bethany making fun of him on more than one occasion for that very thing.

      “Didn’t you ever see Grease dad? You know…the musical.” Too bad her mother wasn’t present for the conversation. She wouldn’t have to explain who freakin’ Sandra Dee was for one and C why her concerns were valid. Sometimes talking to her dad was like talking to a damn brick wall.

      “Nope. You lost me on that one.”

      That wasn’t the only time. Mother nicknamed him Beaky Buzzard and for good reason. She even set the vulture’s cartoonish voice on dad’s ringtone, so when he called her the duh’s and do-di-do’s rang out for all to hear. Sure, he was a genius when it came to mechanics and such, but with deeper matters he could be downright slow. Sometimes having a conversation with him was like spinning around in a revolving door for hours on end. “Never mind,” Kaya said followed by a sigh.

      “Look. I’m trying to be your friend here. It’s like you’re coming up with things to fixate on. Would you prefer it if he was a bad seed? He’s a good kid.”

      “No. I just think that somehow…I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem natural. It’s like he’s not human.” Kaya actually wished her son acted out a little. At least she sowed her oats before she settled down.

      “You’re really reaching this time. Next you’re going to say an alien took over his body.” Bly tried to lighten the mood but he could tell it wasn’t working. “You need to just appreciate how much he does around here and stop reading too much into things.” Bly took hold of Kaya’s shoulder and turned her towards him. “And if the supplements really worry you that much…I’ll have a talk with him.”

      “Thanks dad.” She knew Jagan would listen to Bly. It wasn’t his fault he grew up without a father. Maybe he just related better to a male figure.

      “Everything will work out fine, you’ll see.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Kaya’s eyes became weepy.

      “There, there. Is there something more that you’re not telling me?”

      Wub, wub, wop. The dub-step music announced Jagan’s arrival. Kaya quickly wiped her eyes and turned around. The last thing she wanted was for her son to see her like this.

      “Hey Pop,” Jagan said not noticing his mother’s sad state.

      “There’s my boy,” Bly said patting him on the back.

      The golden skin on Jagan’s cheeks reddened. “Say old man, can you help me with my motor? I think one of the pistons is shot.”

      “Pull it into the barn. We can work on it tonight.”

      “Sweet,” Jagan said and strutted into the house.

      Not able to hold it back any longer, the tears streamed down Kaya’s cheeks. Bly inverted his kerchief and wiped them away. “Everything’s going to turn out fine, you’ll see.”

      Kaya took a long drag and inhaled deeply. Staring at her father she remarked, “Yeah, I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course I am,” he said confidently.

      Kaya wasn’t so sure. She covered her mouth with her hand and wrapped her arm around her waist and whispered, “What if he finds out?”
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      Jagan synced his phone with the barn speakers and played one of his grandfather’s favorite bands–Creedence Clearwater Revival. Bly swiveled the ratchet, loosening the socket from the upper end of the motor as he sang out loud, “Have you ever seen the rain?” Jagan joined in, knowing most of the old man’s tunes. The unexpected shower hit the tin roof hard, muffling Fogerty’s abrasive voice.

      “Hand me the quarter-inch socket, son.” Jagan sifted through the top shelf of the tool box. He was proud how quickly his grandson had picked things up. It must be those Love genes, he thought. Oil coursed through their veins.

      “How old were you when you met Lolli?” Jagan handed him the tool and peered into his eyes.

      “About your age. Why do you ask?”

      “I was just curious.” Jagan knew his grandparents had the type of romance that movies were made of. He was hoping that somehow it would rub off on him. “How did you meet?”

      “Ah…at a pool hall in Florida.” Bly stumbled on his words. He wasn’t expecting the question. “She was waitressing there when she was finishing up school. It was love at first sight, well, for me anyway.” He laughed.

      “You mean she didn’t feel the same?” Jagan pried.

      “Well, when I got up the nerve to tell her how I felt, the reply was not what I expected.”

      “What did she say?” Jagan couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.

      Bly took a sip of his beer as if he needed some liquid courage to continue. “She simply said, thank you.”

      Jagan roared in laughter. “Damn. Lolli was pretty cold back then.” Bly nodded his head and chuckled so hard the crackles in his lungs flared. It took them both a few moments to catch their breath. “How did you know she was the one?”

      “That’s simple. I was playing pool with a buddy of mine and I saw her in the distance clearing off a table. Now, you’re not going to believe this, but I’m not making this up.”

      “Go on,” Jagan said eager to hear the rest.

      “She had a halo above her head.”

      “A halo?”

      “Yes. I saw that aura of light above her as plain as I see you in front of me now. I turned to my friend and told him I was going to marry her and sure enough, I did.” The corners of Bly’s mouth rose as he spoke.

      Jagan was surprised he had never heard that story before. He knew his grandfather was telling the truth. He was a man of few words and never one to tell tales. He hoped he would be so lucky to have a sign like that when he met the right one.

      “Well, there’s your problem.” Bly said pointing to the block. “You’ve got a cracked piston. Damn.” Bly was hoping Jagan wouldn’t get too discouraged. He was going to be without his wheels for a while.

      “Sounds expensive,” Jagan said biting one of his fingernails.

      “No worries. I’ve got a spare big block out in the back.” Bly stepped down from the engine compartment.

      “I thought you were saving that for your dream car?”

      Bly shuffled over to his workbench and dipped his hands in the orange goop, “I’ve got plenty of motors. Besides, it’ll be an easy swap.”

      “Maybe you should give up on the Camaro. Mom says they’re trying to outlaw gas motors.” His mother kept up on current events through Facebook and made announcements daily like a news reporter.

      “To hell with that. They try to touch my guns or my engines; they’ll be staring down the barrel of my shotgun.” Jagan cracked up. He could picture his Pop in a standoff with the feds.

      “Nice to hear you laugh. Things have been pretty tense around here lately.”

      “Kaya’s been all up in my business. I wish she’d just stay out of it.”

      “Your mother’s traumatized from what happened all those years ago. Try to cut her some slack.”

      “I’ll try Pop.”

      Baaa-na, baaa-na. A harsh computerized noise echoed throughout the barn. This is a test of the emergency broadcast system. This is only a test. The man’s flat voice echoed through the speakers followed by a loud, prolonged beep.

      Jagan and Bly stared at each other without moving a muscle.

      “I haven’t heard that since…”

      “What the hell was that?” Jagan cut him off and tilted his head.

      “Well, since you were a baby,” he said finishing his sentence. I’m sure it’s nothing.” The hair on Bly’s arms stood up straight. He wasn’t one to get the willies, but there was something about that sound.

      “I’d better get back inside. It’s almost dinnertime. Thanks for the help.” What Jagan really needed was time alone to think. There was something odd about that radio announcement and he wondered if it had anything to do with his dream.

      “You got it. I’ll finish up here.” Bly opened the freezer and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. As Jagan walked back towards the house, he heard Otis Redding’s voice sing out, Cigarettes and Coffee. He wondered about his grandfather’s demons.
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      Agent U, A.K.A, “Indigo”

      Indigo slowly opened his eyes. His vision was blurred, but he could make out the big objects in the room. A bear rug adorned the wall in front of him and a hand-stitched quilt covered the bed. The smell of bacon stirred his empty stomach. His bowel sounds reverberated against the cedar logs like a newborn kitten’s unanswered cries for milk.

      “Hungry?” Scarlet sat in a rocking chair next to the bed. She got up and placed a breakfast tray over his lap. She was starting to feel a little guilty over what she had done. She reminded herself that it was for his own good.

      Indigo reached for the fork, but his right hand was secured to the bed post. “So this is what you’re into?” Indigo asked holding up his hand held by the cuff. “You know, all you had to do was ask.”

      “Just a precaution,” she said tucking the napkin into his shirt. “I made you a French omelet.” Eggs were one of her specialties.

      “You know I can get out of that, right?” He had a fixed expression on his face. He was never going to hear the end of this from the other guys on his squad. The jokes would multiply and morph for months. One of them would probably post a fake newspaper article–Muscular Marine overtaken by Bambi or Trained soldier held hostage by Minnie Mouse.

      “The thought crossed my mind,” She admitted. “There’s also some fresh made jam on your toast,” she said, changing the subject. To think just last week she was canning jelly and now she was a hardcore felon.

      Indigo picked up the utensil with his left hand. “Good thing I’m ambidextrous.” He pushed the toast off the plate.

      Scarlet ambled over to the window and drew the curtains. “What’s the matter, you got something against bread? I went to a lot of trouble to make that spread.” It was strange that she wanted him to like her cooking at a time like this.

      “That’s a little bright, don’t you think?” Indigo held up his free hand to shield his eyes. “And no, not much of a fan.” He had a horrible katzenjammer. His head throbbed more than the time he killed a bottle of tequila with two strippers in Shanghai. The worms did him in.

      “Sorry. Guess you’re still groggy from that sedative I slipped you.”

      “You know, if you wanted me that bad, you could have just begged.” Indigo licked the bacon grease off his fingers. His mind immediately drifted to sex.

      “I’m not the pleading type. Besides, you’re old enough to be my dad. Ew.” Scarlet’s shoulders shook as she giggled. “I’m not into screwing old dudes.”

      “That’s a little harsh, don’t you think. Maybe I have been around the block, but I’m not old enough to be your damn father. An older brother, maybe.”

      “Looks like I struck a nerve.”

      “Well, the shackles aren’t helping.” Indigo moved his feet and the chains rattled against one another.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t risk your escape.”

      “The omelet’s delicious. Are you a chef or something?” Indigo was prying for information. He was trying to act casual, but knew he had to find a way out. She must have been some kind of a nutcase or something. He started to wonder if she had a shrine of him in another room. He’d dealt with more than his share of stalkers.

      “No. I’m just a foodie. My dream is to save up enough money to go overseas and splurge on a bowl of Alba truffle pasta and wash it down with an authentic bottle of 1907 Heidsieck champagne.”

      “Sounds expensive and food nerd is more like it. How did you get me in here anyway? You can’t weigh more than a buck ten.”

      “I had some help.” The truth is it took her over an hour to get him inside the cabin. That would have been a great video, one that would have gone viral for sure. She wished she would have thought of it sooner.

      “From who?” Great. She had help so there’d be more than one person to contend with. Indigo was picturing Scarlet’s lunatic cousin who dressed up like women and kept corpses in his cellar or something. Maybe there were even more of them hiding in the woodworks, like the Manson family or something.

      “Jeckyl and Hyde.” Scarlet placed her index finger and thumb into her mouth and whistled. Two Tibetan mastiffs fought their way through the doorway.

      “Maybe you should just call them Hyde and Hyde.” Indigo laughed and choked on his orange juice, relieved her only accomplices were of the canine variety. Still they could pose a problem. He’d never seen dogs that size. They looked more like those oversized wolves found in Marvel comic books.

      “They are quite the duo.” Scarlet said proudly. She reached into her pocket and held out treats for the ginormous pups. She bent over and offered her face like it was bone marrow. They responded with sloppy kisses. In a demonstration of power, she calmly ordered them out of the room.

      “I see you have them well trained. How do you know about Jeckyl and Hyde anyway? Aren’t you a little young for nineteenth century literature?”

      “My grandmother was a crime writer. I’ve read all the books in her library.”

      “I see. So what gives? Are you going to tell me why you’ve brought me here?” Indigo almost didn’t want to know. He was hoping maybe one of his buddies dared her to do it. Maybe this was just all a practical joke.

      “I’m just following orders.”

      “Who do you work for? Did Agent T put you up to this?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that.”

      “All right, then who?” This must have been an elaborate hoax, it just had to be.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Come on, Scarlet. Throw me a bone. At least tell me why you’ve brought me here?” Indigo was frustrated. If this was a joke, then where was the punch-line?

      “Your life is in danger.”
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      Hints of tangerine and coral cascaded through the Georgia pines. Bocephus ran with eager anticipation of greeting Buttercup and Westley with his teasing bawl mouth. He snuck under the barbed-wire fence and entered their paddock. Jumping up and down, he weaved between the mare and the gelding, brushing against their fetlocks.

      You’re going to get bit. Ignoring the contemplation, Jagan placed the reams of hay in front of them and inhaled deeply to take in the earthy aroma. Bocephus ambled over to inspect the straw. Jagan gazed at Westley’s blue eye, which stood out against his brown one like a prettier twin. There was something mystical about the old gelding.

      “Watch out for those hooves boy,” Jagan yelled out as he headed for the stalls. Measuring out the beet pulp, he stirred in some water before adding it to the oats. The aroma reminded him of his favorite breakfast joint in town. He poured the feed into their buckets and filled their water bins.

      Ow-ooo, ow-ooo. Jagan darted back to the pasture as soon as he heard the howling. Bocephus’ nose was to the ground as he tracked towards the trough. Out of breath, Jagan reached the waterer just in time.

      “Easy boy. Get back.”

      The elliptical pupils stood out on the creature’s triangular head. The serpent’s eel-like form slithered in the brackish water. Jagan recalled the vision he had seen in the smoke from Nia’s pipe like a flash on a camera. Bocephus stretched back his hind legs into a pointer stance as his nostrils flared and retracted more rapidly.

      “Down boy. You’re gonna get us both killed.” Jagan moved his thigh in front of the coondog, nudging him away from danger. The water moccasin’s head rose, exposing his impressive jowls.

      Hisssss. He left something for you. Jace shook his head. The shock of seeing the poisonous creature must have messed with his hearing. He lunged back, knocking Bocephus to the ground. That was a close call.

      A loud choom resonated through the air. The unexpected blast struck Jagan’s eardrums and chest all at once. Chunks of snake carcass hurled through the air. Some of the guts and fluids landed on his face and clothes. He inspected the container and noticed the serpent’s body was still writhing. Near the reptile’s corpse was a card floating on top. Reaching in, he picked the damp card out. It was the recruiter’s. He had no idea how it got in there.

      “That was a close call. Lucky I had her on me,” Bly said stroking the barrel. “The rains bring the cottonmouths out like the plague,” He explained as he pumped another round into his twenty-gauge. “Best not to go in the fields without your muckers on ‘til the land dries up.” He transferred the shotgun upright into the high-ready position once he confirmed it was a kill-shot.

      Jagan ran his hands over Bocephus’ fur to make sure he hadn’t been bit or hit by any of the birdshot. The horses. A sickly premonition swept through him. “Pop, we need to check on Westley and Buttercup.”

      Jagan sprinted back to where they were feeding. Buttercup’s muzzle was down in the hay. He checked the quarter horse’s black coat and found no signs of a bite. Westley had wandered off deep into the pasture. From a distance, he could tell the prized gelding was injured. The paint was moving his forehead against his cannon back and forth in a frantic motion.

      “You stay with him son and keep him calm. I’ll call the vet,” Bly instructed.

      Jagan grabbed a halter and led Westley into his stall. He washed the wound and tied a tourniquet above it. What was Lolli going to say? He couldn’t face her. Death loomed above.
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      Westley’s breathing had become labored. Lolli’s beloved horse was going to die and it was all his fault, he was sure of it. Jagan was riddled with shame. The opening of the stall door interrupted the guilt trip he put himself on.

      “Dr. Funk, the venom is spreading.” Jagan whined. He couldn’t help but wonder about the snake. He recalled what Nia had told him. Maybe the snake wasn’t after him or Bocephus, maybe he was trying to warn him. He felt like an ass for even thinking it, but still he couldn’t understand how the recruiter’s card got into the watering trough. Jagan was sure he had left it in his pants pocket of the pair he left in the hamper.

      The vet took out a needle and jabbed it into an overturned bottle.

      “What’s that?” Jagan asked. The very sight of it intensified his anxiety.

      “Phenylbutazone. It’ll help with the swelling,” The vet replied as he tapped the syringe. Bly, I’m going to need you and Jagan to hold his leg while I inject him.”

      “Is he going to make it, doc?” Jagan’s voice began to shake. Westley was special to him. He had been riding him since he was old enough to walk.

      “His age doesn’t help, but I’m going to give him some antivenin which should take effect soon. Keep him steady while I load another syringe.”

      Clyde’s sapphire blue eye stared at Jagan solidifying the young man’s impotence.

      “I’ve given him a tetanus booster and a sedative to keep him placid. Course his allergies worry me a bit. Keep an eye on him for any reactions to the meds. I’ll swing by in the evening to check on him.”

      “Thanks doc,” Bly said as he held open the stall door.

      Jagan was hoping this wasn’t a sign of things to come.
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      Jagan had more questions for Lolli about the Capote case, but he couldn’t face her after what happened to Westley. Thankfully, the medications kept him alive, but the venom left the poor ole’ gelding lame. Maybe Pop could talk to her and explain what had happened. Either way, he knew she would take it hard.

      As Jagan walked up the porch stairs to the back entrance, he saw a note taped to the door. Kaya was out on a shopping excursion which probably meant she had found a new Bingo hall. He entered the mudroom and turned the kitchen doorknob. Was that a male’s voice? His mind was probably twitching again, but he grabbed the rifle hanging near the washer. Opening the bolt action, he confirmed it was loaded.

      “Heel boy,” he whispered. Bocephus submitted and got into place behind his master. As he tiptoed his way through the kitchen, the voice grew louder. A red light emanated from the living room. He noticed the light began to flash. Turning the corner, he raised the sights to his right eye.

      His eyes darted from side to side and up and down. The room was empty. “False alarm, boy. Guess Kaya left the screen on. So much for being green.” Jagan set down the .22 and the ticker at the bottom of the 3-D image caught his eye.

      Jagan read along as a voice announced, “We interrupt your regularly scheduled program for a breaking story.” A male news anchor appeared on air and reported–“This just in from our affiliates at the Associated Press. An unprecedented mass exodus of objects from the Vatican archives and staff from the city is underway. We go live now to our correspondent in Rome.”

      A slender Indian woman appeared on screen with the Apostolic Palace in the backdrop. She announced the following in a British accent–“Thanks, Dan. What is unfolding behind me is astonishing. Since the early hours of the morning, dozens of unmarked, white vans have been observed pulling up to the palace. Vatican personnel were spotted pushing carts full of books, documents, artwork, and other artifacts and loading the priceless objects into the mysterious vehicles.”

      The image of the female reporter was minimized while a live feed took over most of the space. The camera zoomed in on a white van with its back doors completely ajar. She continued, “One of our sources has advised the relics are being taken to an undisclosed port. Rumors have been surfacing that the items are in the process of being shipped to South America and that the Holy Father plans to seek refuge there.”

      Photographs of the Pope, gold chalices, bibles, and scrolls were flashed on screen as the reporter spoke. “There have already been numerous witnesses that have come forward to say some of his cardinals have already taken up residence in Brazil and that a new palace is already in the early stages of construction. The Vatican spokesperson and the Brazilian authorities have declined to comment. Dan, back to you.” The broadcast ended with an aerial clip of the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio. There was something ominous about the way the arms were stretched out.

      Jagan turned off the screen. He didn’t know what to make of the report, but felt it was a bad omen. He wasn’t Catholic, but his gym buddy Luca was and his mother was a devout one at that. Maybe he would know more about it. Back in the kitchen, he opened up the main fridge, took out a leftover steak, and tossed it into Bocephus’ bowl.

      “Enjoy it boy. I’ve got some lifting to do.”
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      The high-pitched roar of the dirt-bike’s engine sent Bocephus into a frenzy. The back tire tore into the driveway leaving a storm of dirt particles suspended in the air. Luca removed his helmet revealing a plentiful supply of jet-black wavy hair. He’d come right over when he received the text message.

      “Come on in man,” Jagan said as he held open the back door. “Wan a brew?” If there was one thing they always had in their house, it was beer. Bly always kept the fridge stocked. Last time there was a hurricane his mother was livid because Bly returned home from emergency shopping with cases of beer and cans of spaghettios. Kaya yelled that Chef Boyardee wasn’t going to rescue them off the roof when the house flooded. He tried to defend himself by saying all the shelves were empty and that all the candles and flashlights were gone, but she didn’t buy it. Jagan had entered the room during the argument and had to duck so he wouldn’t get struck by flying cans of the alphabet-shaped pasta.

      “Sure, I’ll take a beer but do you want something a little stronger?” Luca glanced over his own shoulder. “I brought some bud,” he said reaching into his pocket. He held out a baggie filled with green leaves. “It’s Sa-ti-va,” he sang out as if he were performing one of those annoying jingles on TV.

      “You know I don’t smoke.” Luca was obsessed with weed. He knew all the different varieties and all the lingo. He was pretty much high twenty-four seven. Even though the plant had been legalized, Luca still acted like it wasn’t. Maybe it made him feel more Mafioso that way.

      “What about the Pissa?” Luca said as his head moved side to side surveying the room. He was just waiting for her to pop up out of nowhere and snort near his ear. “I figured your mom and Bethany were probably going to try and set me up with her since things didn’t work out between you two love birds.” Luca crouched down and pushed his hips back and forth like he was humping the air. “Snort for me baby,” he said and let out a cackle.

      “Quit it, man and don’t worry no one’s here.” Luca must have smoked on the way over. He was acting goofier than normal and a little paranoid. Jagan flipped the bottle under the opener that was attached to the chopping block. “I would join you, but I’m still in training for the show.”

      Luca let out a sigh and accepted the offer. He was disappointed he’d have to drink and smoke solo. Turning the bottle around, he glanced at the label. “Bud Light?” he chuckled and slapped Jagan on the side of his arm.

      “You can thank Pop for that.” Luca had expensive taste. Jagan couldn’t afford his brands of ale or anything else of his for that matter. Some of his Italian’s suits were custom tailored and cost more than his car.

      “Pop? When are you going to stop calling him that? Time to grow a pair man.” Luca laughed even harder.

      “All right. Calm down. Bly, is that better? You’re a real comedian, you know that?” Luca was always busting his balls for something. Last week it was his choice of gym shoes and the way he pronounced Pacific. Luca actually thought there was an S at the beginning. Jagan had to locate it on Google voice to prove it to him.

      Luca consumed half the beer in a single gulp and rested it on the counter. He knelt down and put his hands behind Bocephus’ ears, scratching them back and forth. The hound’s rear paw dug into his own belly in automatic response to the affection as if he were a wind-up toy.

      Jagan opened a bottle of tonic water and took a sip. He pursed his lips. “I can’t wait until I’m done shredding. This stuff is sour” he complained. “What I wouldn’t give for some sugar.”

      “Maybe you should try those flavor packets. Grape’s not too bad. I usually get the ones with electrolytes so I don’t pass out.”

      Luca glanced at Jagan’s drink as if he were disgusted, no doubt because it wasn’t Perrier. Jagan knew the only reason Luca fainted was because of the dope. He was the only guy he knew that was a fitness junkie and a pothead all at the same time.

      “You missed out on the ride this morning. You should get your Harley fixed quick.” Jagan’s shit was always breaking. Luca felt bad for him knowing money was tight and all.

      “I’m waiting on a part.” Jagan didn’t want to tell him he hadn’t ordered it yet. He was waiting for his next pay check. The last time he told him something like that, Luca whipped out a wad of cash which made him feel like a schlep.

      Luca continued, “There were some tens down at the lake. This one babe’s top fell off when she jumped in and…”

      “Have you seen the news?” Jagan hated to cut him off. On an ordinary day, he’d love to hear the details about the chick and her bare breasts, but he had to get to the point.

      “No, like I said, I’ve been out all day. Did something happen?”

      “Sort of. You grew up over where the Pope’s palace is, didn’t you?”

      The corners of Luca’s mouth widened into a grin, “We lived in Florence and no one refers to it as his palace.”

      “His house or whatever it’s called. Are you familiar with it?” Jagan’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. He wasn’t well versed in geography and world religion.

      “The Pope lives in Vatican City which is in Rome, about three hours from my hometown. So I guess you could say I grew up nearby. It’s quite the layout. There’s the shrine of course, a museum, a library…they even have their own police.”

      “Have you been there?”

      “Oh yes, many times.” Luca’s head tilted down and his eyebrows lifted, “Why all the sudden interest? You want to become a Jesuit or something? Jagan the Jesuit has a nice ring to it you know. I could just picture you in that brown dress.” Luca waved his hands closer to one another and then apart to simulate a woman’s figure. “Sexy.” He puckered his lips and grabbed his package.

      “Cute. You know I’m a Spiritist. I’ve never even stepped foot into a church,” Jagan replied. All he knew about Catholics was from music videos. A bunch of cute girls in short plaid skirts and saddle shoes came to mind.

      “You’ve never been baptized?” Luca rubbed his hand over his mouth. “Mamma Mia. Maybe I should cleanse you right here and now,” he said, acting half-serious.

      “No. Our people don’t do that kind of thing. We don’t even build temples or anything like that. The land and nature are our churches.”

      “You should come with me sometime, but on second thought…maybe your head would spin around in circles,” Luca jested. He turned on the kitchen faucet and gathered some water in his hands. With several quick motions, he flung the fluid in Jagan’s face and let out a chuckle.

      “Cut the crap, Luca.”

      “I just wanted to see if it sizzled.” he laughed even harder. Why you being so sensitive?

      “Okay, you had your fun.” Jagan grinned as he wiped it off with a dish towel. “Maybe I should throw some tribal paint on your face and see how you like it.”

      “I’d make that shit look good man.” Luca ran his fingers through his hair. “So, if you’re not interested in becoming a Catholic, why all the sudden interest in the Pope?”

      “There was a breaking news story…they’re moving all of the archives and priests out of the Vatican.”

      Luca’s face slackened and his Mediterranean skin turned pale. “That’s impossible.” With an upward gaze, he raised his hand in the air and spoke rapidly in Italian. “Are you sure you haven’t been smoking?”

      Jagan shook his head. “I watched it with my own two eyes. There were men in uniforms loading boxes and relics onto white vans.” Jagan didn’t realize his friend would get so emotional about it.

      “Where were they taking them?” Luca grabbed the crucifix that was around his neck and moved it from side to side.

      “Brazil, I think.”

      Gusts of wind caught the porch door, swinging it open and slamming it against the frame. The wind chimes collided furiously as if in response to the eerie news. Goosebumps emerged over Luca’s muscular forearms. Criss-crossing them, he rubbed his skin to warm them.

      “Why Brazil?” Jagan asked.

      “Well how the hell should I know?” Luca gazed up again and did the sign of the cross as if he were confessing for his choice in words. “Brazil has a lot of Catholics, more than any other country. So if the religion was a beauty contest, the Vatican would win the crown, but Brazil would be the runner-up so to speak. Could that be why?”

      “Makes sense to me,” Jagan stated.

      “I wonder if this has anything to do with the EU.” Luca placed the golden cross up to his lips and kissed it.

      “The European Union?”

      “That new chancellor they elected doesn’t like religion, blames it for all the atrocities in history.” Luca placed his hands on the chopping block and lowered his head. “The priest said last week in a sermon that pretty soon they were going to outlaw it all together over there. He said it was kind of like the holocaust all over again or something like that. I overheard one of the deacons say the priest was just pontificating, whatever that means.”

      “But why would they vacate the Vatican so suddenly. There’s got to be more to it, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, but what?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me.” Jagan gulped the rest of his drink.

      “Here’s the thing. The Pope has been in Rome since the fourth century…that’s when Vatican City was founded. We’re talking over 1700 years of tradition.” Luca’s mother had dragged him to the Vatican so many times; he practically memorized the tour-guide’s lines.

      “That is a long time, but what’s your point?”

      “My point is simple. It would almost take an act of God for this to happen.” Luca covered his face with his hands and began swearing in Italian.

      “What Luca? You’re freaking me out.” Jagan had never seen him like this.

      “Well, it could be an act of…you know, something else.”

      “What do you mean something else?”

      “Oh Jesus, Mary, and Joseph help us.” Luca tilted his neck all the way back and threw his hands in the air.

      “Come on Luca, spit it out. What did you mean by something other than an act of God?”

      “It could be…an act of evil.” Luca went over to the sink and splashed water on his face.

      “Like end of days kind of stuff?”

      “That’s precisely what I mean.”

      “You don’t really believe in that kind of shit, do you?”

      Luca didn’t respond. Jagan thought he must have believed in it or else he would have answered the question and said no. The two men stared at each other without speaking for several moments. Bocephus ran around in circles and panted heavily as if he were possessed.

      “I wonder if this has anything to do with my dream.” Jagan blurted out. He had no idea how they were connected, but a nuclear attack was apocalyptic. If the Pope leaving the Vatican was some sort of sign of Armageddon then the two could be related.

      “Dream?”

      “Never mind.” They were close, but Jagan was not going to tell his friend about his astral experience. Luca would suspect he had lost the plot for sure. Hell, he was even starting to wonder if he was losing it. Maybe it was a good time to change the subject before he slipped up and said something he’d regret. “Look, maybe we’re just reading too much into this. Why don’t you just sit down for a minute and relax.”

      Luca lit up a joint and went into the living room and sat on the couch. Jagan stood by ready with a bottle of Febreze.

      “Since you’re here, want to help me with something?”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s up in the attic.”

      “What is?”

      “A chest, it’s rather cumbersome and I don’t want to drop it.”

      “Sure man. What’s in it?”

      “Research notes…you know, for that paper you have to write?”

      “What do you have encyclopedias up there or something? You know people don’t use those anymore.” The corners of Luca’s mouth lifted as he held up his cellular phone. “It’s called the In-ter-net.”

      “No. I get that wiseass. Lolli’s police notes and newspaper clippings are up there and with all this talk of the apocalypse, well…let’s just say I’d appreciate the company. I’m kind of creeped out.”

      “Enough said. Lead the way.” Luca was always up for a little adventure.

      Jagan made his way to the hallway and pulled down the trap door. He navigated the stairs and Luca followed. Jagan pulled the string retrieving it, so Bocephus wouldn’t follow. Last time he went up there he got stuck and almost broke his paw. With a flip of the switch, the electric Coleman turned on, but wasn’t bright enough to illuminate the entire space. The hard pine planks groaned as their heavy boots traversed the attic floor. Near the base of the window, he found an azure wooden chest with leather valances. The metal lock was rusty but not secured. The cobwebs shrunk apart as he pried open the heavy lid.

      “There’s not gonna be a body in there, right?” Luca’s eyes focused on the trunk. Luca had an intense fear of anything related to death, especially the smell.

      “I sure hope not,” Jagan replied. The hinges creaked slowly as he lifted the top, just like out of a Vincent Price movie.

      “Look at all those newspapers,” Luca said as they knelt down gaping at the contents. They sifted through the publications. One of the headlines read—Were Truman Capote's "In Cold Blood" Killers Responsible for the Unsolved Slaying of the Walker Family? On the front page of one of the sheets was a black-and-white photograph of a cowboy, a woman, a young boy, and a baby girl.

      “Whoa, were they murdered?” Luca asked dramatically. He picked up the paper and stared at the image.

      “Believe so,” Jagan responded. “Lolli worked on the case before I was born.”

      “How sad-a,” Luca said, emphasizing his Italian accent. Droplets of rain struck the tin roof. “My bike. I’d better go, man. Give me a buzz tomorrow.”

      “Sure, leave me alone with the ghosts. Some friend.”

      “They’re probably better company.” Luca snickered.

      “Ain’t that the truth. Here, take some of these with you. Make sure you grab some plastic bags so they don’t get wet. You can bring ‘em back when you’re done.”

      “Thanks and listen, don’t stay up here too long. This place gives me the jimjams. Ciao”

      “Ciao.” Jagan parroted him and he was pleased his Italian was improving. Jagan didn’t blame Luca for being spooked. The roar of the dirt bike sent Bocephus into a howling fury. The timid shower transformed into an angry downpour as if it were relaying an ominous message. Jagan knew his friend was going to get soaked. He lifted up the last paper. Underneath it was a dusty leather-bound journal. Setting the paper aside, he opened it and read the inscription…

      

      Dear Papoose,

      

      I’m so sorry that I had to leave without saying goodbye. You know I’m not big on that and besides there was someone I had to visit urgently. I cannot explain everything now, but there’s something I need you to do. So much depends upon your success. I’ve set up some important meetings. As a cover, I’ve arranged for you to go on a college tour. This way Kaya won’t worry and your activities can hopefully go unnoticed.

      

      Forgive me for being cryptic, but I can’t risk giving too much away. If this journal gets in the wrong hands, at least there will be some safeguards. There will be some adversaries that will try to stop you, but I have some special connections that owe me some favors. You can count on them to assist you. It is crucial that you follow my instructions to the letter. Take this journal with you, and don’t skip forward. It is vital that you follow the leads in order and don’t worry, I have faith in you!

      

      You’re always in my heart,

      

      Lolli

      

      An envelope slid out of the center of the journal. Jagan tore it open with his teeth. Inside was a bus ticket to Bristol, New Hampshire.
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      Kaya sat at the kitchen counter, her hair tied in its usual sloppy bun. With the back of a spoon, she smothered her bagel with cream cheese and strawberry preserves. A dark sedan slowly turned the corner onto the dirt, circular driveway. She got up and adjusted the sash on her black robe. She wasn’t expecting company.

      A man in his thirties clad in a navy-blue military uniform exited the vehicle. Kaya’s heartbeat accelerated and the soles of her feet began to moisten. “Can I help you?” Kaya said in a stern voice, holding open the kitchen door. Help you leave that is. She knew what the man wanted and she wasn’t having it. These recruiters were so pushy.

      “I’m looking for Jagan Love.” The recruiter had a stern look on his face. His uniform was pristine, not a wrinkle in sight.

      “I bet you are.” She had dealt with these types before and she wasn’t intimidated. They could all go to hell.

      “Excuse me, ma’am?”

      “Your kind has been out here one too many times and I’ve told you to stop coming around. Jagan’s not interested in joining.”

      “With all due respect, ma’am, he came into the office and filled out the form expressing interest.”

      “I don’t care what he filled out. He’s going to college and that’s that.” Bocephus got in place behind the man and began to sniff.”

      “Nice dog,” he said. The man’s pupils were dark and dilated. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a card. “My name is Sergeant Pigford…Paul Pigford. Here, just see that he gets it.”

      “Fat chance,” Kaya said as she grabbed the card and inspected it. What kind of a name was Paul Pigford anyway?

      “Have a pleasant day, ma’am,” the recruiter said as he tipped the brim of his hat.

      “Go jump in with the gators, sir,” Kaya murmured under her breath.

      Bocephus chased the plumes of dirt hovering behind the car as it drove off. “Good boy,” Kaya yelled out as she lit a cigarette. Bly emerged from the barn wiping his greasy hands on a rag.

      “What was that all about?” he asked.

      “Those damn recruiters. Why won’t they just leave him alone?” Kaya’s voice quivered.

      “You have to let him pursue his dreams, Kaya.”

      “What…and let what happened to him, happen to Jagan. No way!”

      “You don’t know that’s going to happen.” Bly stepped over and placed his hand on Kaya’s shoulder. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Come on, you’re overreacting.”

      “Am I? Since when does a Marine recruiter have an accent?”

      “Maybe he’s from up North?”

      “No, it wasn’t an American one. French, maybe.”

      “Well, maybe he lived overseas for a while.”

      “I’m not buying it. The inflection was subtle, which means he was trying to conceal it. When he said dog, he added an extra sound at the end. It sounded like dawg-a.”

      “I think you’re reading too much into things Kaya. Besides, you have to let him move on sometime.”

      “Like hell I don’t.” Kaya turned away and walked inside. She wished her father would take her side at least once. He was oblivious to what was going on but she could see the signs and they were ill-omened.
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      Scarlet Colicci

      Scarlet turned the page of her book. The light was dimming due to evening's approach, but she was too lazy to get up and flip the switch. Every time she became immersed in the story, Indigo's snores interrupted her imaginations.  Babysitting was boring, even if the baby was a handsome Marine. This was not what she had in mind to pass the autumn days. She never asked for this assignment but thought once she accepted; it would have been a little more exciting. The book slipped slowly from her hands as her underwhelmed mind drifted off to sleep.

      The sounds of Jekyll and Hydes' frantic yelps woke Scarlet from her slumber. The cabin was dark, yet she managed to feel her way to the main room where the pooches were clawing at the picture window.

      "What is it boys?" The dogs were not dissuaded and continued to scratch and moan. Scarlet ran to the kitchen and grabbed a flashlight. She held onto both of their collars with her free hand. As soon as she opened the front door, the agitated pups pressed into each other and slipped right out of their master’s grasp and through the opening. They raced around the exterior of the cottage to the back and ran off into the woods. Scarlet quickened her pace in the hopes she could keep them in her sight.

      The gibbous moon lit the back ends of the canines; their hind paws hurled chunks of mud and vegetation into the fog. Scarlet moved the light from left to right, not wanting to be taken by surprise. As she focused the beam back in front, she noticed only trees and the forest floor ahead. Pressing her fingers to her lips, she whistled. After a few seconds, she repeated the call, but instead of the sounds of her panting pups, she only heard the familiar vibrations from the cicadas and the spring peepers.

      The still of the night was interrupted by the snaps of twigs. Whatever was stepping on the tiny branches was heavy and the noise was rhythmic indicating a gait of some sort. Scarlet stood perfectly still and depressed the button on the Maglite. Taking cover behind an imposing hemlock tree, she slowed her breathing. The decibels increased along with the intervals of the steps. Moving her head slowly, she peaked between the boughs. The black bear was massive, and worse, pregnant. Those damn dogs! How could she have been so stupid to come out here unarmed? This wasn't the excitement she was yearning for. The sow must have picked up her scent by now. Scarlet shoved the flashlight into the back of her Wranglers and placed her foot between the offshoots of the trunk. The metal felt like ice against her butt-cheeks. After a fifteen-foot ascent, she sat on the limb and waited. The hungry mother-to-be circled the tree and leapt up, perching her front claws on top of the bark.

      A loud crack of a gunshot echoed in the distance. Indigo. The tired mother abandoned her prey and took off into the wilderness. Scarlet waited for a few moments and slid down the tree. She sprinted back towards the cabin, scolding herself along the way for her foolish mistake. She never should have left him alone.

      The front door was closed. Hadn't she left it open? With a deep breath and a quick slap to her face, she entered. The living area was in order and the lights were still off. Creeping towards the bedroom, she noticed that door was also shut. She gently turned the knob and nudged it ajar. A surge of hormones invaded her bloodstream, sending her heartbeat into hyper-drive.

      Indigo was nowhere to be found.
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      A loud pop emanated in the kitchen.”Congratulations on the win.” Kaya poured the Brut into the three flutes. She was so proud of her son and felt bad for giving him so much grief about the working out. He was a pro on stage and the women loved him. Some of the girls even asked for his autograph.

      “Thanks mama,” Jagan said as he hesitantly accepted the glass of bubbly. What would it hurt? The competition was over after all.

      “Here, here,” Bly said holding up his crystal. He had already downed more than his share of beer at the show.

      “So, how does it feel to be top dog?” Kaya brushed her fingers under one of her eyes to catch the tear. She noticed Bly’s voice was getting louder. He’d definitely had one too many. She was wondering how long it would take for his legs to give out. They didn’t call him vodka legs for nothing.

      “Great mama. Listen, I have some news.” Jagan felt uneasy about lying, but it was Lolli’s explicit instructions he was following. She must have had a strong reason so he was going to have to trust her.

      Kaya’s forehead crinkled as she took a generous sip. “Please don’t tell me what I think you’re going to tell me.” Please, not the military she pleaded to her ancestors. It’s not that she had anything against the government, it’s just she didn’t want her son coming home in a box.

      “Let him talk,” Bly said exerting his authority. His buzz eased the pain in his stiff joints. He poured himself a glass of Scotch hoping to keep the relief going.

      “Jagan, you agreed not to enlist yet… remember?” Kaya was getting her list ready in her head. She was already five steps ahead at letter E and she was relieved dad went for the darker liquor. She couldn’t handle the wobbly legs business tonight.

      “Kaya, will you let me speak?” He was already mentally exhausted.

      “You said you’d wait until you were twenty-five. We had a deal.”

      “Pop, see what I mean? She won’t let me get a word in at all.” This was actually going to plan. Kaya wouldn’t have bought the story without some type of argument.

      Bly set his sniffer on the counter and grabbed his daughter’s shoulders, facing her towards him. “Will you just be quiet and let the boy talk.” He was beginning to sound like a Hobo.

      “Fine,” she said holding up her hands in surrender. Even she was tired of the bickering.

      “I’m thinking about looking at some colleges,” Jagan said averting his mother’s gaze.

      “What?” Kaya embraced him, spilling her drink down his back. Jagan rolled back his eyes at his grandfather. “I’m so excited. Have you picked out a school yet? You know there are plenty of good universities here in Georgia. Maybe we could go look at some this weekend.”

      “Mom, relax. You’re ranting.” Jagan said eyeballing Bly for assistance.

      “This is great news Jagan, so what did you have in mind?” Pop asked.

      “Thanks. Well, I found this college tour program. It’s already been paid for, and…well I leave tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Kaya poured herself another glass of champagne. The foam oozed over the top of her flute. She was so thrilled; she didn’t even care about the details.

      “I know it’s sudden, but the opportunity just came up, so I took it.” Jagan took a swig and the muscles in his neck began to twitch.

      “What kind of tour is this,” Kaya’s eyebrows pushed closer together.

      “Stop worrying mom, it’s legit.”

      “See that, Kaya, no need to worry. I told you everything was going to work out just fine.” Bly grabbed her hair and kissed her on top of the head.

      “Where are you going, exactly?” Kaya asked.

      “New Hampshire.”
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      Scarlet couldn’t believe he was gone. Searching around for clues, she lifted the sheet and peered under the bed...nothing. After she checked the closet, she heard the muffled sounds of running water. Stepping quietly towards the bathroom, she spotted the light emanating from the base of the door. As she went to turn the handle, the door flung open.

      "Boo!" Indigo appeared in the doorway with a small, white towel wrapped around his cut waist. Water dripped from his hair and body. He could have been the poster-boy for any product catering to the women of the world.

      "Not funny," Scarlet said, holding her hand against her chest. She was so relieved he hadn’t taken off and a little distracted by his lack of clothing.

      "The least you could do is have a sense of humor, after kidnapping me and all." Indigo thought about running, but he wanted to be there when his buddies sprung the joke on him.

      "I didn't kidnap you, I rescued you." Scarlet's eyes shifted towards his bare chest. She was surprised he hadn’t hauled ass when he had the chance. Maybe he was hanging around just to mess with her.

      "Maybe you do have a wit after all, because that is funny. As if an itty-bitty thing like you could rescue me, a Marine. You really are a comedienne."

      "Get dressed. We need to talk."

      Scarlet went to the kitchen and put the kettle on the stove. Jekyll and Hyde rushed in, each proudly displaying their half of a raccoon carcass nestled in their jaws. "Reaaally? So that's what the wild goose chase was about." She walked towards the front door and pointed. "Out...now!" Useless mutts.

      " Il tuo amore mi tormenta," Indigo sang as he fastened the button on his Wranglers. He was in a good mood. It was nice to get out of those cuffs.

      "You know Italian?" Scarlet inquired as she brought in a tray of tea and crackers. She hated to admit it, but she enjoyed his singing.

      "Yup."

      "It was beautiful but..."

      "But what?"

      "Sad." Scarlet shifted her gaze towards the cup of tea. "Someone special?"

      "It's old news,” he said avoiding the question. So, what's this all about? I think I have a right to know."

      "Your life is in danger."

      "That’s nothing new. It’s just a part of the job."

      "I know, but this is different."

      "How so?"

      "I can't say. I made a promise."

      "To who? Indigo took a sip of the tea and crinkled his lips. Indigo figured he may as well go along with the prank and have a little fun.

      “How 'bout some honey?" Scarlet got up and plunged the dipper into the jar. She was trying to think of a way to stall.

      "Got anything a little stiffer, like some Cognac or whiskey?"

      "I think my grandfather stored some shine out in the shed, but I don't think that's such a good idea." Scarlet was horrified. She had never seen anything like it before.

      "Why not?" Indigo asked in a whiny tone.

      "Look for yourself," Scarlet retrieved the hand-held Victorian mirror from the top of the chiffonier and held it up to his face.

      "I already know I'm hot," he chuckled.

      Her eyes drooped and her face slackened. "Your eyes are yellow."
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      Bly shut off the ignition of his classic car and stared ahead at the university parking lot. The coach bus was positioned adjacent to the sidewalk and stood out amongst the empty parking spaces.

      “Don’t get out Pop. This is something I need to do on my own.”

      “I understand. You know I’m going to miss you and I’m so proud.” Bly was still a little buzzed.

      “Thanks. Will you say goodbye to Lolli for me? I haven’t spoken with her since the incident with Westley.”

      “You know that wasn’t your fault. He’ll be as good as new in no time.”

      Jagan knew his grandfather was only saying that to spare his feelings. “She’ll never be able to ride him again. He’s lame.”

      “There’s still Buttercup. Listen, about your grandmother. There’s something I need to tell you.” Bly was feeling guilty for not setting Jagan aside when he was younger. Someone should have told him.

      A loud horn emanated from the charter. A middle-aged woman holding a clipboard waved her hand in the air to motion the remaining passengers to get on board.

      “Sorry, guess I’d better go. Will you give a message to Lolli for me?”

      “Sure, son.” Damn. It was too late.

      “Tell her she’s always in my heart.”
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      Chancellor Dorn

      Photographers and reporters surrounded the Concorde waiting for the Chancellor to step out. The Swiss police had the Zurich airport locked down due to the number of death threats and protests. As the door opened, the paparazzi rushed towards the plane, knocking down one of the barricades in the process.

      Chancellor Dorn's press secretary emerged first and gave a brief, rehearsed release. Private security quickly escorted the entire party to a helicopter transport. The chancellor's assistant, Deak Roland, handed his boss a bloody Mary and a Quaalude, a necessary ritual for every flight. "We've just passed the Swiss border, your eminence."

      "Excellent."

      Deak's formidable appearance made the flight staff uneasy. The chancellor overheard their remarks about his freakishly tall stature, unusual facial features, and Mallen streaks. He looked like he was straight out of a circus sideshow.

      The chopper shook as it made the descent towards the chateau which was perched atop Mount Hohenzollern. The intense fog and altitude gave the illusion from the air that the castle was floating on a cloud. Upon their arrival, the household staff greeted them and tended to their every need. After everyone settled in, the Chancellor, Deak Roland, and the recruiter met in the conservatory for a cocktail.

      “Have you procured the subject?” The Chancellor asked staring intently at the man. Deak leaned in closer towards him in a threatening display.

      “We’ve hit a bit of a snag,” the recruiter said. “The target’s on the move.”

      “Most unfortunate,” the chancellor responded. “Get over to London immediately and meet with the Chief of the Secret Intelligence Office at MI6. He will assign you to one of his remote viewers to locate my prize.”

      “As you wish,” the man got up and bowed towards the Chancellor.

      “And don’t fail me again. Deak hasn’t had anyone to torture in a while and he’s getting antsy.”
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      The gentle hum of the tread striking the asphalt was soothing. Jagan stood out amongst the younger and less muscular males on board. Jagan pulled the hoodie over his head and sunk into his seat to avoid any unnecessary attention. He opened up the journal to page one and read–

      

      Dear Jagan,

      

      The first stop of the tour will be in Norfolk, Virginia. There you will meet with a man named Tex. Enclosed you will find his address and a letter. Make sure he gets it and whatever you do, don’t read it. Get back on the tour to your next stop. Give him the sign that I’ve drawn below. That way he’ll know I sent you. Make sure no one follows you and don’t do anything to draw attention to yourself.

      

      Lolli

      

      Jagan closed the book. He was tempted to keep reading, but remembered her instructions. There must have been a reason she was so adamant about him not skipping ahead. Across the aisle, he noticed a couple of girls staring at him. They turned towards each other and giggled. Thankfully, there were innocuous and just flirting with him. Still, he couldn’t let down his guard and could trust no one.

      The bus reached the hotel just after sunset. Jagan checked in and called for a taxi which arrived just a few moments later. Gazing out the window upon the rolling green hills, Jagan was impressed by the landscape. He noticed a couple of quarter horses at a farm secured behind a white vinyl fence that reminded him of Buttercup and home. He had never been this far and the distance was tangible.

      “Sir, we’ve reached our destination,” the driver announced. Jagan stepped out of the taxi and asked the driver to wait. Taking a deep breath, he knocked at the door.

      A man in his fifties answered the door. “Can I help you?” As soon as he heard his voice, he knew immediately the man wasn’t a local. He had a thick Texan accent. Jagan handed the man the letter and flashed the sign that his grandmother described in the journal. The man took the letter and simply nodded before closing the door. Jagan let out a long sigh and got back into the cab. The first task was easier than he imagined.

      Back at the hotel he ordered room service and put on the news. A reporter announced the Pope would be visiting China to commemorate the completion of a Catholic shrine. This would be the first papal visit since the Vatican and the once communist country severed ties back in the early fifties.

      Jagan thought of the children in his nightmare. This couldn’t be a coincidence. There must be a connection between the Pope’s move to South America and his visit to China. He took out the cedar box from his backpack and packed the pipe with the tobacco and herbs Nia gave him. This was the only way he’d sleep tonight.
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      Indigo gazed into the mirror and was horrified by what he saw. He didn’t have any idea what it meant, but he knew it wasn’t good. Even more confusing, he felt embarrassed. He was a Marine after all and had always been in superb physical shape. What the hell was going on? Had she poisoned him? Paranoid thoughts swirled around his throbbing head.

      “Why are you staring at me like that?” Scarlet asked as she lowered the mirror. She was starting to panic. This wasn’t supposed to happen and now she had no idea what to do.

      “What exactly did you dope me with?” Indigo asked, squinting his eyes in accusation. He was done playing her little games. He needed his phone so he could check in with his superiors. She was cute and all, but she needed to go to jail for what she did. Indigo wondered if she was a black widow or something.

      “It was just a sedative, I swear. Actually, it was a prescription for my dogs. They freak out during blizzards. It wasn’t even that high of a dose.” Scarlet began to realize her predicament. This really looked bad. How was she going to convince him that she wasn’t some evil psycho? All she could picture was an image of herself in an orange jumpsuit.

      “You gave me dog drugs?” Indigo raised his voice and thrust his fists in the air. “What were you thinking?” He could tell by her expression that she had no intention of harming him. She didn’t have it in her to kill someone, at least not in cold blood. Something else was going on, and he had to find out fast what it was. “Give me my phone,” he demanded.

      “I can’t,” Scarlet replied. The blood left her face leaving her more pale than usual. The dogs came rushing in the room obviously excited over the commotion. “Not now,” she scolded them pointing her finger towards the door. With their tails tucked, they left the room.

      “What did you do with it?” The veins on Indigo’s face were bulging. He needed to find something to smash and quick before he tossed the petite girl across the room.

      “I chucked it out the window after you passed out in the car.” She kept telling herself not to cry. She wasn’t one to normally give in to emotions, but she was feeling overwhelmed. Everything had been going so well up until now. She thought this was a job she could handle, but she was blowing it.

      Indigo stormed out of the room and made his way outside. Scarlet followed him. He picked up the axe near the tree stump and struck the log with all his might. He struck it over and over until it was shredded into bits of bark.

      “I’m sorry,” Scarlet blurted out. She covered her eyes and began to sob. She never meant to hurt him. Indigo put down the axe and approached her. He wrapped his large hands around her wrists and pulled her hands away from her face.

      “Come here,” he said gently and held her in his arms. Indigo felt bad, not just because he lost his temper, but because he could tell she was falling for him. He couldn’t get attached to anyone in his line of work. He didn’t want to lead her on.

      Scarlet submitted into his grasp. She closed her eyes and squeezed him tight. Looking down, her attention was drawn to his ankles that had swelled to twice their normal size.

      “You need to get back in bed,” she said. “We’ll figure something out. In the meantime, let me find you some medicine.”

      Indigo didn’t argue but made a suggestion, “How about some human pills this time.” He was sweating profusely and a tremor emerged from his left hand. Whatever he had, it was progressing quickly. The clock was ticking.
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      The alarm blared, jolting Jagan out of another one of his nightmares. He turned the shower knob all the way to H. The heat comforted his aching muscles and he found the scent of the heavily chlorinated water invigorating. He was accustomed to the sulfur water from a well, so this was a luxury he had never experienced.

      The tour guide was downstairs with her clipboard completing a headcount. Jagan had just enough time to grab a sausage scramble and a coffee to go. As soon as he got situated in his seat, he opened the journal. He was eager to read the next entry.

      

      Dear Papoose,

      

      By now you’ve probably managed to meet Tex. Nice fellow, don’t you think? I’m assuming your conversation was brief as he is a man of few words. Your next stop will be in Washington D.C. There you will go to a jazz club in Georgetown called Blues Alley. You’ll meet with a saxophone player who goes by the name of Sassy. Just tell him Kimi Love sent you and he’ll have something for you. Don’t listen to any of his stories about me. He likes to gossip. You should stay for a while and listen…some of the best jazz in the country.

      

      The tour will be in D.C. for several days, so on your second day there you need to go to Tudor Place. Once inside, locate the locket with George Washington’s picture inside. Behind the picture is a microchip. Take it and protect it at all costs. By now it is likely someone is onto you so watch your back.

      

      Lolli
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      Mozart stared at the letter. It was too much to take in. It had been several years since he had heard from her, but the news was almost too much to bear. How could she deal him this blow and then ask this of him after everything she put him through? He knew he would fulfill her request. Damn, she had him by the balls…she always did. Nothing could ever change that.

      Tex, Wolf, and Abe stood around him not knowing what to say. Mozart just sat on the couch gazing at the document. The fearless men were suddenly gripped by the worry that if anyone said the wrong thing, Mozart would become unhinged. They didn’t want a repeat of what happened all those years ago in Tampa. They would give him all the time he needed.

      Mozart folded the paper and slipped it into his coat pocket. “Wolf, we need a chopper.”

      “What the hell for?” Wolf shook his head and glanced over at Tex and Abe. He was wondering if Mozart was starting to lose it.

      “We need to get to New Hampshire.”
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      The ride into Washington D.C. was intense. The taxis darted past the bus like cars in the last lap of a NASCAR race as if the cabbies themselves were injected with nitrous. The tour took a few stops so the passengers could visit some of the historical landmarks. Jagan was overwhelmed by the sights and sounds of the city. There was something about passing through the crowds that was unsettling on both his nerves and his ears. After everyone got back on board following a brief visit to the Smithsonian, the driver navigated the bus up the steep driveway into the parking garage. They were right in the heart of Georgetown.

      As Jagan stepped out onto the streets, he was amazed by the foliage. Brilliant shades of amber and magenta colored leaves covered the grassy hills. He glanced over at the fuchsia plants that hung from the street lamps and thought of his grandmother and how much she would enjoy the blooms. Jagan breathed in the crisp air as he admired the nineteenth-century Georgian style townhouses that lined the streets. An image surfaced in Jagan’s mind of living in one of them. He could see himself cuddling next to his future wife by the fire with Bocephus at their side. There was something deeply mysterious about the town.

      After a few blocks, he turned onto Wisconsin Avenue. The outside of the club was covered in brick and there was a small sign on the front that read, “Blues Alley & Jazz.” Jagan found an empty table near the stage and took a seat. The waiter crinkled his nose at him after he ordered a cup of coffee.

      A female singer announced the final song of the set, Round Midnight by Thelonious Monk. She waved her hand towards the piano player and stepped offstage. Jagan had never heard jazz in person before, and particularly a mid- twentieth century number. He found the choppy chords of the piano and the sounds of the drum brushes soothing. This would be the perfect place to bring his bride someday.

      Once the man picked up the saxophone, Jagan knew it was Sassy. The sounds of the horn were mesmerizing and people walking by stuck their heads in to steal a listen. Once the song ended, the various band members sat down at a table near the side of the stage.

      Jagan approached and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, Mister Sassy?” The men glanced at one another and laughed.

      “We don’t give autographs until after the show, son.” The saxophone player said as he puffed on his cigar. The vocalist came over and sat on the pianist’s lap. “Well aren’t you a fine specimen,” she remarked to Jagan. “The boys call me Pearl,” she added with a wink. The club was too dark for anyone to notice the flush on his face.

      Jagan turned away from the singer and directed his gaze towards Sassy. “It’s not that. I mean, I enjoyed your playing and all but I need to speak with you regarding a personal matter.”

      “If this is about your dreams of becoming a musician, I give lessons on Thursdays. There’s a flyer and a sign-up sheet by the front door.” Sassy gently set his cigar in the ashtray. He bit the olives off the toothpick and took a sip of his Manhattan.

      “No sir, it’s nothing like that. My grandmother, Kimi Love sent me.”

      The horn player spat one of the olives back into his drink. “Have a seat, kid. You can call me Sass.” Jagan thanked him and sat down. The others got the hint and took their places back on stage.

      “When you’re feeling down and out,” Pearl sang softly. As the tempo of the Chuck Mangione piece increased, so did the pitch of her voice. A trumpet mirrored the melody. Jagan was distracted by the haunting tune.

      “You know, when Kimi told me years ago that a young man would come to see me at the club, I kind of thought she was pulling my leg,” Sass stated. The candle on the table flickered. “Excuse me for a moment.” He said as he limped towards the back of the club.

      The song couldn’t have been more apropos. Jagan felt like he was in a Land of Make Believe. Here he was in a big city meeting a mysterious man in a club and traveling across country chasing clues left in a journal. Even though he was out of his comfort zone, for some reason he found the whole experience exhilarating. Still, he hated to admit to himself that he was a little homesick.

      Sass returned to the table with a rather large saxophone case that he placed on the table. “Before I give this to you, I want to tell you something about your mother.”

      Jagan leaned in. “Grandmother,” he said softly as if he were revealing the nuclear codes.

      “You don’t say,” Sass said rubbing his fingers against his chin. “Guess she started young. Anyway…” He leaned in closer, “She ever tell you how we met?”

      “No, sir…can’t say that she did.”

      “Well, don’t tell her I told you this, but I was working a gig down in Florida. She was on patrol at the time, before she went inside, you know to the bureau. We were playing at a seamy joint near the interstate.” His wrinkles deepened as the corners of his mouth lifted. The candlelight reflected in his eyes.

      “Go on,” Jagan encouraged, eager to hear.

      “Let’s just say I had a few too many glasses of Chianti that night. There was a dude in the audience hitting on Pearl and it ticked me off. You see, I had a thing for her way back then.”

      “She’s a beautiful woman,” Jagan remarked. He got the impression from the way he spoke her name that Sass still had a thing for Pearl.

      “That she is,” he agreed. Sass gazed up at Pearl and he became misty-eyed. “That she is,” he repeated. “Anyway, after we packed up our equipment…that guy was waiting for her out in the parking lot. Whew, it got ugly.”

      “Did you shoot him or something?” Jagan inquired eager to get to the point but he just couldn’t imagine the gentle man sitting in front of him having a violent bone in his body. There was something peaceful about the man.

      “Oh mercy no. Nothing like that. But the fight got out of hand and I ended up busting his nose pretty good. Guess he was some hot shot lawyer’s son. You know big money and all. Anyway, Kimi cuffed and stuffed me after the brawl.”

      “Wait a second. She took you to jail? So why are you helping her now?”

      “Now hold on, you’re getting too far ahead. I was so inebriated, and well, your grandmother back then was quite a looker,” Sass began to chuckle. “Let’s just say I blurted out some stuff I probably shouldn’t have said, like what I wanted to do to her.”

      “Oh geesh,” Jagan put his head down and placed his hand on top of his forehead. “I don’t think I want to hear any more.”

      “Don’t worry, son, I won’t give you the gory details. Turns out during my entire drunken come-on, well the whole steamy seduction was transmitted over the department radio. She was sitting on her mic so it was keyed up the entire time.” Whew-hoo-hoo-hoo. Whew-hoo-hoo-hoo. Sass laughed so hard, even the band members turned towards the table. “And we’re not talking minutes; we’re talking almost an hour of it. Since the button was pushed down, no one could reach her to tell her to turn it off.”

      Jagan moved his hand from his forehead to cover his mouth. His shoulders rose up and down as he chuckled. Every time the hoo-hoo sounds increased, it made him laugh even harder. If ever there was an infectious laugh, it was Sassy’s. Heads shot up and turned towards them like jack-in-the-boxes going off without warning. Even an elderly couple sipping wine at a nearby table began to cackle.

      After Sass composed himself he continued. “So while we were crackin’ up over the matter, she glanced at me through her rear-view mirror and noticed my Marine tattoo. She must have known an arrest would have tarnished my service record. So, short story long, she took me home instead of to the pokey, all the way across the county line. Wasn’t that sweet of her?” I had a feeling she did that for a lot of folk. Anyway, of course I continued my verbal seduction for the entire ride. I wasn’t shy about telling her what I wanted to do to her. I could tell by that twinkle in her eye she was tempted.”

      “Awkward,” Jagan stated drawing out the first syllable. This was a story he would have been better off not hearing. He wondered if Pop knew.

      “Sorry, I keep forgetting you’re her grandson. Anyway, I guess you could say I owed her my life. Specially ‘cause when her superiors found out she didn’t arrest me, they hauled her into Internal Affairs. I guess they thought she let me go on account of the sexual favors.” Whew-hoo-hoo-hoo. Whew-hoo-hoo-hoo. Sass laughed so hard this time, he started to cry. “If only I were that good. Anyway, she was cleared of course, but it caused her a lot of grief. I heard after that she always compulsively checked her phones and the car radio to make sure they were off.” He took a napkin and wiped under his eyes. “That arrest would have changed everything for me. So here we are,” he said tapping on the case.

      “Yes,” Jagan said, his eyes fixated on the container.

      “Do me a favor, son. Don’t open it until you get to a safe place. You don’t want anyone seeing what’s inside. I sure hope she taught you how to use this stuff.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Oh and I slipped one of Kimi’s CD’s in there too. She wrote a few numbers for me a while back. Sang the lead on ‘em too.”

      “Really? Lolli?” Jagan wondered why he was finding all this stuff out about her from other people. It was almost like she led a secret life.

      “She sure did and hey, one more thing. Anytime you’re back this way, come back to the club and I’ll make sure you’re taken care of. We’re here every Friday and Saturday nights…and give Kimi my best, will you?”

      “Sure thing,” Jagan replied. He picked up the case and made his way back to the hotel. Mindful of what Sass had told him, he checked the large item into the front desk for safe keeping. He was so curious to see what was inside.
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      Scarlet held her cell phone in her hand as she paced. “I need to call you an ambulance or take you to the hospital, but if I do something bad may happen,” she said. “I’m in a wicked catch-22. I want to call your boss, but I know that’s not what I’m supposed to do, but what other choice do I have?”

      “No, you can’t do that,” Indigo tried to sit up but he was too weak. “Once my squad leader finds out I’m sick, my career is over. There has to be another way.”

      “I could call around and see if any of my friends know a doctor. Wait, what about a vet?”

      “You mean like an animal doctor? What the hell good is that going to do? Isn’t it bad enough you already doped me with doggie pills? Why don’t you just put me on a leash and ask me to go tinkies and poo-poos. I’m not a dog for fuck’s sake.” Indigo hated swearing at her but the pain in his side was turning him into someone else. He felt like the Tweety Bird when he drank that potion on Hyde and Go Tweet.

      “The dogs,” Scarlet whispered turning her direction towards the door. “Did they get out?”

      “I can’t believe you’re worried about them at a time like this,” Indigo stated.

      “Haven’t you noticed how quiet it’s been? If you didn’t let them out and I didn’t let them out, then who did? I better go check,” she said as she left the room.

      Indigo wanted to go with her, but he knew he was too frail to move. Now he knew how his friends felt that came back injured from overseas. It really sucked to be rendered useless. He had never struggled physically and now he was dependent on a scrawny chick nearly half his age, no matter how cute she was. The universe hated him.

      Scarlet searched the entire cabin. No signs of Jekyll and Hyde. As she exited the front door, a barrel pressed against her temple. Somehow, whoever was after Indigo found the cabin and had her at gunpoint. All hope was lost.
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      The walk to Tudor Place was a couple of miles, so Jagan decided to leave early and take the opportunity for a morning jog. He was going to miss the tour of Georgetown University. He could hear Luca now just cursing at him in Italian. His gym buddy was a huge Hoya fan.

      As he made the turn onto Q Street, out of his periphery he noticed someone close behind. The man was dressed in a suit which was rather odd attire for a Saturday, not to mention the neighborhood. Jagan quickened his pace into a sprint. With a turn of his head, he noticed the subject increased his momentum in kind.

      Not wanting to lead the suspicious person directly to his destination, Jagan continued past it and ran until the street ended at a park–Dumbarton Oaks was written on the sign out front. He followed the grassy expanse until he came upon an old conservatory that was covered on the inside by a ficus similar to the one in Lolli’s greenhouse. His heart slowed drastically which confused him as he had just sprinted the last mile. An echoing sensation reverberated in his head. He felt like this was a sign, but he wasn’t sure of what to make of it. More importantly, he had to keep going and lose the person on his tail. Lolli warned him there’d be someone onto him by now, but he had no idea how she knew.

      With depleted oxygen, Jagan struggled through some of the clumps of snow that had formed on the ground. He made his way to a large colonial estate which had been transformed into a visitor center for the gardens. Finding an open bay window, he went inside the solarium to hide from the unknown assailant.

      “May I help you?” A young woman holding a feather duster asked.

      “I’m sorry. My blood sugar is low and I forgot my medication.” Jagan fibbed, although not entirely as he still wasn’t feeling right. His eyes darted back and forth looking out the window for his adversary. “I sometimes get confused during these episodes.”

      “I’ll go get you some orange juice.” The woman said with a concerned look on her face. Jagan watched her hobble away. She had a prosthetic leg. As he turned back towards the window, the man in the suit zipped past. Jagan held his breath and moved his head behind the drywall. That was close. The suspect made his way towards the rose garden. The woman returned and handed Jagan a plastic cup full of juice. He took a sip and thanked her for the kind gesture.

      “By the way, the front door is that way,” she said pointing towards the main hall. Jagan knew she thought he was an idiot or an invalid, but thankfully she didn’t call security. He had to get to his destination before the recruiter picked up his trail again.

      Jagan jogged back onto the main street to Tudor Place. There was a man standing just inside the iron fence. “We’re ready to begin,” he said as the gates flung open. There was a group of about twenty–mostly women and a few men, along for the tour. The echoing sensation in Jagan’s head worsened. The chatter in his head increased. This was no obsessive thought. He was surrounded by spirits, but he wasn’t sure how he came to the realization.

      “Sex, scandal, and death,” the guide announced dramatically. Such is the story of this magnificent mansion. Jagan was eager to split from the group, but he had to find the right moment. Two of the middle-aged women were checking him out. Great. Just what he didn’t need right now…attention. Thirty minutes dragged on as one of the older patrons kept asking absurd questions. Jagan wished the geezer would just shut it and move on.

      When they entered the front room, he noticed a freemason sign high above the front desk on the wall. Once inside, they finally made their way to the room where the antiques were kept on display. Jagan dropped back from the group and carefully inspected each glass case for the locket with Washington’s picture.

      There was a collection of old silver frames holding images from the Victorian era carefully placed on a solid cherry Queen Anne style desk. Brooches, necklaces, and cufflinks were tucked safely away in their display cases. There were so many items; Jagan was beginning to doubt he’d ever find what he was looking for.

      “Isn’t that George Washington?” Jagan heard the Chatty Cathy ask. Maybe she wasn’t so annoying after all. He wanted to pat her on the rear end he was so thrilled to finally have some direction. The guide turned towards her and described the miniature portrait of the first president. Thankfully another woman in the group made a fuss over a silver tea service, drawing the guide and the crowd to another room.

      Jagan made his move. He opened the locket and sure enough there was a microchip behind the Father of His Country. He slipped the tiny device into his pocket. That was easier than he thought.

      The guide peered his head into the room. “We’re moving on to the furniture. You’d better join the group.”

      “I will, but can you tell me where the bathroom is? I had too much coffee this morning.” The guide looked irritated but directed him back towards the front reception area. Jagan found a door in the back which he thought would be a less conspicuous exit.

      The second Jagan opened the door he felt something hard strike his kneecap. The recruiter grabbed his hair and knocked his head into the concrete slab. He was knocked out cold. The recruiter rifled through Jagan’s pockets. He located the microchip and moseyed off as if nothing ever happened. It was too risky to abduct Jagan in such a public place. He would have to wait until the right moment presented itself.
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      Just stay calm and don’t make a move, Scarlet thought to herself. Gazing in front of her she observed two muscular men dressed in military fatigues. She assumed the man holding the gun to her head was in similar garb. How had this happened? No one knew the location of her grandmother’s cabin. She had been so careful too. She hadn’t used her cell phone or contacted anyone in months for that matter. She had followed her grandmother’s instructions to the tee.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” Mozart said lowering the Sig. “How about we all go inside.” He felt bad for startling her, but he didn’t know who was on the other side of the door.

      “Who am I to argue,” Scarlet responded with a quake in her voice.

      Mozart and Wolf escorted the young girl back inside. Abe stayed behind to guard the perimeter.

      “Where are Jekyll and Hyde?” Scarlet asked. She smoothed out the wrinkles in her blouse trying to compose herself.

      “If you’re talking about the dogs on steroids, not to worry. Abe already has them eating out of his hands…literally. We brought prime rib.”

      “Those sell outs,” Scarlet remarked with an obvious sarcastic tone. She could tell the men weren’t there to hurt her. This must have something to do with Indigo, but she wasn’t sure how.

      “Wolf, go find the target. I’ll stay here with the girl,” Mozart ordered. “By the way, do you have anything to eat around here?” he asked directing his gaze towards Scarlet. “I’m starving.”

      “How ‘bout some hemlock?” Scarlet responded. Ordinarily she’d have jumped at the chance to show off her culinary chops, but who did he think she was…his maid? “This isn’t a diner,” she quipped. Some nerve.

      Mozart took to her right away. There was something about this girl that was special. She reminded him of his little sister. He closed his eyes briefly to try and block the pain. Even after all these years, the memory of her brought him nothing but anger and sadness. At least his beloved Kimi helped him avenge her murder. He owed her big time.

      After several moments, Wolf came back into the kitchen. “We have a problem,” he announced.

      “What do you mean?” Mozart asked.

      “Problem?” Scarlet chimed in.

      “That man in the bedroom is not the guy we’re looking for. That’s the wrong target.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      The recruiter adjusted his rearview mirror and surveyed the parking lot to make sure his adversary hadn’t come to and followed him. He slipped the microchip into the reader and attached it to his vehicle’s onboard computer. Abruptly, he smashed his fist into the steering wheel. Damn, it’s encrypted, he thought. This wasn’t modern code though. He would have to send the files to his contact at MI6 for analysis. He didn’t have time for this type of delay.

      A vibration emanated from his coat. He took out his phone and looked at the display–Deak Roland. That’s just great. The ogre was the last person he wanted to talk to.

      “Have you secured the package?”

      “Not yet,” the recruiter replied.

      “Your time is running out.”

      “I’ve located him but have yet to find a secure setting to make the grab.”

      “What about the chip?”

      “It’s encrypted. It’s being analyzed now.”

      “The Chancellor is running out of patience. The plan will not succeed without the boy.”

      “I need more bodies. The boy is smarter than I thought and fit.”

      “I’ll place a call to the Russians. Now you’ll have no excuse to fail.”

      The recruiter threw the phone at the dash. The last thing he needed was help from the mob.
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      The hotel phone rang, interrupting Jagan’s slumber. His torso sprung up, lifting him to a sit. He rubbed his eyes and picked up the receiver. “Your morning wakeup call, sir,” the front desk operator said in a thick Gaelic accent.

      “Wake up call?” he asked. Jagan had no idea how he made it back from Tudor Place. He turned towards the window and could tell it was still dark out.

      “You asked me late last night when you returned to the hotel sir.”

      “Thank you,” Jagan said. “Oh and one more thing…can you have someone bring up my case? The one I checked in at the lobby.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      Jagan thanked him again and hung up the phone. He walked over to the mirror above the desk to inspect his face. There was a large contusion over his right eye. He would have to find a way to cover it up. Staring at his reflection he pondered again how he got back to the room. He had never had this long of a black out before.

      Jagan went into the bathroom and splashed some water on his face. The chip? He wasn’t wearing his sweatshirt, the one he wore last night. Jagan scanned the room and saw it hanging over a chair. He searched the pockets. Damn. They were empty. The man must have knocked him out and taken it, but that still didn’t explain how he got back to the room.

      The knock at the door distracted him from his swirling thoughts. “Your case, sir.”

      “Thanks. You can put it on the bed.” Jagan slipped the attendant a five-dollar bill and glanced at his watch. He still had two hours before the bus left. Just enough time to inspect the case and grab a quick bite.

      Jagan had to put his worries aside and concentrate on the tasks ahead. He wasn’t sure how big of a loss the microchip was, and his failure to procure it was eating away at him like a necrosis. He would have to be more cautious.

      The music case reminded him of home. His grandmother used to play an eclectic selection of music when she would bake him his favorite pie–gooseberry. He wondered how his grandparents and mother were doing. Thoughts of Bocephus and the horses made his heart yearn even more. He even missed Bethany a little. There truly was no place like home, but he couldn’t fit his big ass feet into a pair of ruby slippers.

      Here goes nothing he thought to himself. He lifted up the fasteners and opened up the lid. Jagan’s eyes locked onto it like magnets to metal. The case was filled with weapons and gadgets. He removed the handgun and ammo clip, loaded it, and attached the holster to his ankle. There was a watch with various functions including GPS and a pocketknife. He didn’t have time to go through all of the items, so he closed it and headed downstairs.

      Going through the breakfast buffet, he selected some ham and cheese omelets and slipped a piece of bacon into his mouth. After boarding the bus he propped the music case on the floor of the empty seat near the window. As had become his ritual, he lifted the hoodie over his head and opened up the journal.

      

      Dear Jagan,

      

      I hope you haven’t beaten yourself up too much over the microchip. I kind of figured whoever was following you was well trained so I couldn’t risk it getting in the wrong hands. The real chip is located behind the plate of your watch. If someone did manage to get the George Washington chip, they’re in for a real treat, ha-ha. I loaded it with some old German fractional code which will keep their experts busy decrypting some of my old recipes.

      

      Did you enjoy meeting Sassy? I bet you did. He’s quite the character and his music is top notch. I’m jealous I wasn’t there with you. Forgive my babbling. The next stop on your tour is Salem. When you arrive, go to the House of the Seven Gables. There you will meet with a historian named Bertie. She will have something to give you. Just tell her Nathaniel Hawthorne sent you.

      

      Remember, you’re always in my heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      Mozart’s eyes darkened and radiated a fierce anger. “What do you mean it’s the wrong target?” Wolf knew his friend was on the verge of a nervy so he tried to choose his words delicately. That’s all he needed was trying to explain to their captain why one of the members of his team had a meltdown.

      “I’m telling you that whoever is in there is not the person we were supposed to protect.”

      “Wait…what?” Scarlet interjected. “What are you talking about, protect? That’s my job.” Mozart’s and Wolf’s eyes locked in a shared understanding. She noticed their gaze. Men…how typical. “Will you please explain what the hell is going on,” she demanded.

      “We really shouldn’t discuss this in front of her,” Wolf said waving his hand towards Scarlet as if she were a prize on a game show.

      “Look. This is a favor for Kimi not some tactical advance on a terror cell. What harm is it going to do?” Mozart argued.

      “Wait a second. Did you say Kimi?” Scarlet interjected.

      “Yes. Why? Do you know her?” Mozart asked.

      “Well, I know a Kimi.”

      “This is a great chit-chat and all but what’s going on with that guy in the bedroom?” Wolf inquired. “I’m not trying to butt in here but he looks pretty sick.”

      “I need to go check on him.” Scarlet asked permission with her eyes. Mozart nodded and the men followed her into the room. Indigo’s appearance had worsened in just the short time she had last laid eyes on him. She noticed his lids were closed and the yellow hue had spread to his skin. She placed the back of her hand on his forehead. It felt clammy. With two fingers against his jugular, she glanced at her watch and counted. “His pulse is weak and slow,” she announced. Shaking his shoulders she said his name out loud several times but he didn’t respond.

      “We need to do something.” Scarlet implored.

      “Why don’t you just call an ambulance,” Wolf suggested.

      “I can’t. I made a promise.” Scarlet said, knowing how absurd it sounded. How was she going to fulfill her obligation and keep him alive? She was certain he would be in danger if she took him to a public hospital.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Wolf pried.

      “I made a promise that I would keep him safe. His life is in danger.”

      “Well, that’s pretty obvious, ya’ think?” Mozart pointed out sarcastically.

      “No…that’s not what I mean. He’s a…” She hesitated. Scarlet crinkled her brow and dropped her head.

      “He’s a what?” Mozart asked.

      “He’s a Marine.” She said as if she were a soap opera actress revealing the father of her baby.

      “Even more of a reason to call an ambulance,” Wolf said with authority. “What the hell are we waiting for?”

      “It’s not that simple,” Scarlet said. “You see…he’s not your average Marine.” Scarlet thought about it and knew she had to trust these men whoever they were. Something in her gut told her she could.

      “How so?” Mozart asked.

      “He’s a HALO.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

      

    

    
      The hotel in Salem was eerie. Jagan felt as though hundreds of people were talking to him at once. This is what his grandmother must have meant when she used that word. He overheard her once telling Kaya why she refused to fly. She said there was too much “chatter” up there. Maybe that had something to do with how she dug up all those bodies.

      There was a rocking chair in the corner of the hotel room. It gave him the meemies. Rumor was a woman had died in one of the rooms on the second floor during the 18th century. The guide explained there was a guest book that patrons could sign. The visitors were encouraged to report any hauntings they experienced during their stay. Some of the girls on the bus remarked they were eager to sift through it. He found their childish excitement adorable.

      Jagan made arrangements at the front desk to rent a motorcycle. He was still not feeling quite right after the concussion and didn’t want to risk a long run. The ride through Salem was beautiful. The drive by the waterfront was breathtaking, but the breeze from the Atlantic made him wish he brought a mask. He wasn’t used to this kind of cold. Herring gulls in the hundreds levitated over fishing boats searching for scraps. The birds’ squarking reminded him of the days he spent at the shore on Cumberland Island with his family.

      Witch City was filled with tacky signs and decorations. Jagan thought the town didn’t need it. The atmosphere and the history alone were enough to draw the masses. Still, the residents had to make a living he supposed.

      The impressive brick chimneys adorned the gabled roof. The House of the Seven Gables was a spectacular Georgian-style home. The sash windows were the perfect accent to the gray wood paneling.

      Jagan stumbled inside after tripping over the threshold. Behind the counter was an older woman reading The Minister’s Black Veil by none other than Nathaniel Hawthorne. How fitting Jagan thought. He wondered if this was a clue somehow.

      “I’m looking for Bertie,” Jagan said softly.

      “You found her,” the woman said without taking her eyes off the page. “The next tour doesn’t start for another hour.”

      “I’m not here for that. You see…Nathaniel Hawthorne sent me.” He felt like such a tool for even saying it. He was wondering if Lolli was hiding someone around the corner ready to jump out and yell that he had been punked.

      Bertie glanced up and stared at him as if she could see through him. With one hand, she snapped the book shut. The loud pop made Jagan jolt a little. “Well I’ll be,” she sang slowly as if she had just witnessed a rabbit appear from a hat. She ambled from behind the counter and stood behind him. Slowly she encircled him, her eyes darting up and down as if she were inspecting a prized poodle at a dog show.

      “I always wondered what you’d look like,” she divulged. Bertie lowered her spectacles. “You are a handsome young thing,” she commented. “I never thought you’d actually show up. Now I have to give the groundskeeper a hundred bucks.” Bertie chuckled. “You wait right here.” She climbed the ladder perched against some bookshelves. Reaching up high, she grabbed a book that was nestled on top of some encyclopedias. Jagan was worried the feeble woman might take a tumble, but she navigated the steps like a pro.

      She wrapped the book in brown paper and handed it to him. “Here you go,” she declared with a victorious tone.

      “Is that it?” Jagan asked.

      “Look for the subconscious testimony.”

      “The what?” Jagan scratched his head and lowered his shoulders.

      “Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out. That’s all I’m allowed to say. By the way, you’re more than welcome to take the tour. I suspect you’ll particularly like Hawthorne’s house.” Jagan reached into his pocket to pay the admission. “It’s on me,” she said. “It’s not every day an old prediction comes to pass.”

      Jagan didn’t know what to make of her comments. He was eager to get back to the hotel to examine the book, but something told him it was important for him to inspect the grounds.

      The caretaker was out in the seaside gardens, pruning some snapdragons and geraniums. Jagan figured by the way Bertie spoke of him, he was likely her husband. Several sailboats enhanced the view of the harbor. Aromas of thyme and lilacs flowed through the wind like Mother Nature’s air freshener. His grandmother would have been envious of the rose trellis. She always struggled to keep the thorny flowers alive for long.

      Bertie appeared and announced the tour had started. She stood next to Jagan moving her finger back and forth as she pointed it towards him gazing at the gardener. Her lips mouthed the words, “It’s him…it’s him.” The man dropped his spade and stared. Jagan thanked her and followed the crowd to the Hawthorne house.

      Jagan joined the group at the well near the main building. A middle-aged man introduced himself as Julian Hawthorne, a descendant of the famous author. “Behind me is the House of the Seven Gables. If you’re squeamish about spirits and hauntings, you may want to leave now.” Julian lowered his glasses and surveyed the group as if he was searching for a scaredy-cat. “My ancestor of course was most known for the Scarlet Letter, but his tale of the mansion behind me is nothing shy of fascinating. The story is based on how the family suffers from a curse incanted by one of the Salem witch’s who was burned at the stake.”

      “Many scholars today actually believe the witches suffered from ergot poisoning. A similar outbreak occurred in a small village in France. The symptoms of the French townsfolk and the accused here in Salem are eerily similar. Nonetheless, I digress. The notion of curses is not just limited to Salem. Various cultures and religions throughout the ages have placed a high degree of belief in such ideas. Let’s continue on to the Hawthorne house.”

      Jagan lagged behind intentionally so he could keep his eyes on the group. He didn’t want to get clobbered again by his rival. No one was going to fool him twice. The rest of the tour was uneventful but he couldn’t get his mind off of the family curse. Maybe that was what he was supposed to ponder. He stopped at a Wicken bistro on the way back and ordered the warlock stew. The warm broth was soothing.

      Once he got settled in the room, he unwrapped the parcel. Scream, a Collection of Dark Tales. Now he was really confused. What in the world did this have to do with anything? Maybe Bertie screwed up and gave him the wrong publication. He had already failed once with the microchip. Maybe he would have to go back to the House of the Seven Gables, but it was too late to do so tonight. It would have to wait until morning. Jagan examined the front cover and didn’t find anything that drew his attention. He opened the book and saw an inscription on the first page–

      

      Dear Bertie,

      

      Sue and I had such a SCREAM at the mansion. Forgive the shameless plug. It was the perfect venue to write our spooky stories. Remember that night we drank too much of the zombie punch and I wrote that chapter about the liver. We laughed all night about it. I sure hope my readers have a sense of humor.

      

      You are the hostess with the mostess. Oh, and sorry about the broomstick. I’ve enclosed a check but I’m assuming it’s irreplaceable. Guess we weren’t light as a feather after all. If you ever need a break from the witches and the cold, look me up.

      

      Kimi

      

      His grandmother wrote crime novels? Why didn’t anyone ever fill him in

      on that little tidbit? He was starting to wonder if he even knew her at all. Why was there so much about her life that she didn’t share with him. He was closer with her than anyone. He was beginning to doubt everything.
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      Mozart stared into the distance. Wolf snapped his fingers in front of his buddy’s face to get his attention. “Hello, Mozart. Are you in there?”

      “I thought they were just a myth,” Mozart said still gazing off into space.

      “They who?” Wolf asked waving his hand in front of Mozart’s eyes.

      “What she said.”

      “I have a name you know. It’s Scarlet.”

      “Sorry, Scarlet.” Wolf emphasized her name with a hint of sarcasm. “What’s he talking about?”

      “The Halos,” Scarlet explained. “They’re a special branch of the Marines.” She felt like she had already said too much but with Indigo unconscious she had no choice.

      “Never heard of ‘em and I still don’t understand why we can’t call him an ambulance.” Wolf said in an irritated tone.

      “They’re like a secret squirrel bunch and yes, help us out here, Scarlet.” Mozart added.

      “All I know is that I was asked to bring him here because his life was in danger. Maybe someone’s after him…I’m not really sure, but I was specifically instructed not to contact the military.”

      “Wait a second. Who told you to do all this?” Mozart inquired.

      Scarlet paused. Now they were really going to think she was an idiot.

      “I’m running out of patience, Scarlet.” Mozart was still upset over Kimi’s letter and things were already getting out of hand. He didn’t like not being in control and the uncertainty made his head felt like it was being crushed between two cinder blocks.

      “My grandmother,” Scarlet blurted out.

      “Your grandmother…Oh that’s just perfect. What are you going to tell me next, that you’re Little Red Riding Hood? Mozart rubbed his forehead and shot Wolf a glance.

      “Okay. Everybody calm down. Please explain and try to make it quick. We need to make a decision,” Wolf said.

      Scarlet grabbed a satchel off the coffee table and pulled out a black leather book. She held it up and said, “She left me instructions in this book.”

      “In a book? I’m confused. Why didn’t she just tell you her-freakin-self?” Wolf asked.

      “She’s on a remote island…doing research for one of her crime books. There isn’t any internet or phone access.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient. So what exactly did she tell you?” Mozart pressed for more details.

      “Here,” Scarlet said putting the book in front of him. “Read it for yourself.” Mozart accepted it from her and opened it to the front page.

      

      Dear Scarlet,

      

      I have a little adventure for you while I’m away. One of my dear friends needs a favor. You remember Kimi, the one in our “Scooby Gang” LOL. We wrote some crime pieces together when you were a baby. Anyway, she wrote to me and asked if I could pick up a relative of hers, but as you know I’m going to be away for a few months, so I thought you could handle it for me.

      

      He’s going to be at the Tun Tavern this Friday night. You can’t miss him. He’s a buff guy with a military tattoo on his left bicep. Do whatever you have to do to get him back to the cabin safely. Kimi didn’t give too many details. All I know is his life is in danger. Knowing how resourceful you are, I doubt you’ll have any problems with the task. Oh, and whatever you do, don’t contact the military. Maybe they’re in on it.

      

      Miss you kiddo,

      

      Nona Sue
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      Jagan managed to nab a seat in the very back of the coach. The drive to New Hampshire was going to be short but he was still hoping to catch some Z’s. The only way he could manage it was if he could be out of earshot of the glee club up front. If he had to hear one more song from the Sound of Music, he was going to throw up. He opened up the journal to the next page and read–

      

      Dear Jagan,

      

      This is my final entry. You have everything you need now to complete your mission. Please remember to always trust your gut and to follow your dreams no matter how daunting or impossible they may seem. And of course, do not ever forget…you are always in my heart.

      

      Love,

      

      Lolli

      

      Jagan flipped through the pages of the book and did not find any other entries. What was going on? How could she leave him hanging like this? He contemplated all that had happened since he left home. He must have missed something. The book… there must be something in the book Bertie gave him in Salem.

      Jagan read his grandmother’s story entitled, The Sideshow. The story was spooky, but also a little confusing. Had she written it that way on purpose? Were there clues in the story? Was he supposed to visit a circus when he arrived in Bristol? He had no idea now where to start.

      Jagan re-read the inscription in the front–Sue…that was the author she went to Salem with to write the book. With a deep breath his body relaxed. He was onto something. He studied her biography in the back of the book. She was from New Hampshire. The pieces were finally starting to come together. His grandmother must have wanted him to find Sue Colicci, but he had no idea where she lived. Continuing on, he noticed she had a book signing at a local library in the town of Bristol where she lived. That would be the best place to start. With a glance at his phone he realized he was at a standstill. No bars. The online research on Sue would have to wait until he could get better service. Knowing he had done all he could for the moment; he closed his eyes and drifted off.
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      As Mozart handed the book back to Scarlet, a note slipped out onto the floor. She reached down and picked it up. Her eyes tracked back and forth as she read it. “I have to go,” she announced. “There’s no time to explain.”

      “What about him?” Wolf asked pointing towards the bedroom.

      “Yeah, you just can’t take off and leave him here with us,” Mozart added.

      “Look, I know this is a lot to ask, but you just have to trust me. It will all make sense when I return. I think I know how to find who you’re looking for.”

      “You’d better make it quick and what do you want us to do with him? Wolf asked.

      “He has a name too you know…In-di-go. You guys must have connections. Isn’t there someone you can find that can help? A doctor preferably.” Scarlet asked with an intense puppy dog look in her eyes.

      “I’m a medic.” Mozart stated. “I can tend to him until we can find someone. Wolf, don’t you know somebody at NIH?”

      “What’s that?” Scarlet inquired.

      “National Institute of Health,” Wolf responded. “One of the top research hospitals in the country. I’ll get on it right away.”

      Scarlet grabbed a stack of books off the shelf and vamoosed out the door.
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      Scarlet arrived at the library just in time. A line had already formed at the table. Eager readers were waiting for their signed copies of the prequel to Hacked. The novella had become so popular her fans practically forced her grandmother to write another one.

      Scarlet arranged the books and posters and sat down behind the table. She wondered what it would be like to be an author. There must have been a lot of sitting involved. All she could picture was her ass growing to the size of Texas. That’s why her grandmother always worked out religiously. She said she didn’t want to get writer’s ass.

      “You’re a little young to be Sue Colicci,” the first woman in line said in accusation.

      “Sorry. My grandmother is out of town. I’m just standing in for her,” Scarlet leaned her head to the side to check out the other persons in line. She noticed an odd looking man near the back whose attire seemed out of place. Bristol was a small town, so she at least knew most of the residents by sight, if not by name.

      The woman moved her head over to block Scarlet’s view. She wanted her undivided attention. “I hope it was something important. I was really hoping to get to meet her today. I drove all the way from Boston,” the fan said with an attitude.

      “I’m so sorry about that,” Scarlet lied. She thought the woman was rather irritating. “Let me take down your name and number and I’ll have her call you personally when she returns.” Or she could crank call her when she least expected it. The thought made her laugh.

      “That would be fine.” The woman said. “So what was so pressing that she couldn’t be here?”

      Scarlet leaned closer to the woman and whispered, “I’m only going to tell you this because you’re one of her special fans, okay?” The woman nodded her head. “She’s at a remote island called Chiloé researching her next book.” The fan’s eyes widened and she covered her opened mouth as if she was the first person to hear the identity of the Zodiac killer.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “There were rumors the island was once occupied by warlocks who abducted and murdered some of the natives…children I think.” Scarlet thought they would have killed the lady for sure if she ever stepped foot on that land mass.

      “Oh how awful,” she said but ironically her eyes said otherwise. She was intrigued. Scarlet handed her a signed copy of the novella and thankfully the woman left without further ado. After greeting several other readers and handing out more books, a man appeared in front of her. There was something about him that gave her the dithers. He asked some personal questions about her grandmother which she found disturbing. Maybe he was a nutty fan. Scarlet was grateful when he exited the library.

      There were only a few more patrons in line. Scarlet began to wonder if the man she was supposed to meet would show. Her grandmother said in the note that it was important for her to be there on time. Maybe she had arrived too late and missed him. She was beginning to doubt her decision to leave Indigo. She hoped he would forgive her.
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      Plymouth State University was the last school on the tour. Jagan was so eager to get to the library; he didn’t even bother to check in at the hotel. He hailed a taxi and used the short ride to collect his thoughts. So much in his life had changed so quickly. It was a lot to take in.

      The Minot-Sleeper library was quaint. Jagan could tell the building was old, historic no doubt. It was small enough to be a cottage. He could picture hobbits living inside and chuckled at the thought. As he was handing the money to the cabbie, he noticed a dark sedan leaving the parking lot. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought the man resembled his attacker from Georgetown. At this point, he had consumed so much coffee; he wasn’t sure if the caffeine was just making him a little jumpy.

      Jagan felt like a clown bringing his cumbersome case and other items into the small structure, but he didn’t have much of a choice. He thought it wasn’t as bad as pushing all his stuff in a shopping cart. He set the items down by the front door. The place was so small he didn’t have to worry about losing sight of them. He noticed there was a line in front of him that led to a table, yet he couldn’t see beyond the row of backs. He was hoping the people in front of him were waiting to talk to the librarian. That way, he could get some more information on Sue.

      When the last person in front of him moved to the side, he couldn’t believe what was before him. It was her. Their eyes locked and he knew in an instant she was the one. It was just like his grandfather said, only instead of an aura above her head; he noticed a glowing in her eyes. A soft light radiated around her entire body. Nia’s voice crept inside of his head. He recalled how she had warned him about a woman that might trap him. He ignored the ominous feeling. She was the one and he wasn’t going to let anything or anyone stand in his way…not ever.

      Scarlet was stunned. Her grandmother was right. There would be a handsome man at the library, but how was she going to convince him to come back to the cabin? She had to think fast.

      “Are you a fan of my grandmother’s,” Scarlet asked.

      “I am now,” Jagan said trying not to say anything stupid. He had forgotten all about the mission and why he was even standing in line. He always wondered what love would feel like and now he knew. A blissful feeling had taken over his entire being. He was tingling from head to toe.

      “Well you’re the lucky winner,” Scarlet proclaimed.

      “I am indeed,” Jagan replied not thinking. Trying to collect himself he asked what he had won. Scarlet explained that he was the 100th person in line and that he would get a personal meeting with the author. Jagan gathered his things and followed Scarlet out to her car. He couldn’t believe this was finally happening. Thank you Lolli he said to himself over and over.
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      Jagan plopped his items in the back seat. He couldn’t believe this was real. He was with the woman of his dreams and to top it all off, he was in a 1968 Charger. “My uncle had a car just like this,” he said.

      “No kidding? A B-body?” Scarlet asked as she adjusted the rearview mirror.

      “Yeah… he put a 426 hemi in it. Back when I was a kid, I used to sit behind the wheel and pretend I was driving. He didn’t care for that too much,” he said with a slight chuckle.

      “Okay, well, enough of the small talk. I lied to you.” Scarlet confessed, knowing she didn’t have much time to explain.

      “What do you mean?” Jagan couldn’t believe his ears. Maybe Nia was right after all. He didn’t even think it was possible to fib this early in a relationship. They had only known each other for a couple of minutes at most.

      “Look, I promise I’ll explain when I can but there’s no time.”

      “No time for what?” Jagan asked.

      “We’re being followed.” Scarlet pushed the accelerator to the floor.

      Jagan grabbed onto the seats to brace himself and glanced into the side mirror. It was the same vehicle he had seen earlier. “Damn. He found me,” he said. Great. Just what he needed. He finally found his one true love and now he was putting her life in jeopardy. Maybe he should just jump out of the car, that way she’d be safe. Jagan went to grab the handle but Scarlet was too quick. With a flick of the button, the doors locked.

      “What…are you crazy?” she yelled. “I’m going about a hundred miles an hour. That fall would kill you.”

      “Better me than you,” he replied.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” she demanded. “Besides, my grandmother would never forgive me if anything happened to you.”

      “I don’t even know your grandmother.”

      “Don’t you see? Our grandmothers were best friends many moons ago. They made some kind of a pact.”

      “A pact?”

      “Yeah, you know, like a blood oath or something. They promised each other they would always look out for each other’s children and…”

      “Grandchildren,” Jagan completed her sentence. “But what does that have to do with the man following us,” he asked.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I was hoping you could tell me.”

      “He’s been following me for a few days now.” Jagan explained to Scarlet about how the man attacked him and stole the microchip. “He must have thought there was some very important information on it. Enough for him to try and kill me,” Jagan explained.

      “You can tell me more about it later. For now, we need to lose this guy.” Scarlet reached under her seat and pulled out a handgun. “Here,” she said. “Aim for the tires.”

      Jagan took the gun and pointed it towards the sedan. After two shots, the loud pop of the tire blared out into the night. The screeching sound of the brakes confirmed the hit. The suspect’s vehicle spun around twice before coming to a stop.

      “At least this buys us some time,” Scarlet said. The big block roared as the suspect’s car faded out of sight.
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      Wolf put down his fidget spinner as soon as he heard the turn of the knob. The door flew open and Scarlet and Jagan rushed inside.

      “The chopper’s on its way. I just hope it’s not too late. That man in your bed is in bad shape.”

      Jagan studied Scarlet like a detective ready to interrogate. What man? He casually strode towards the door to take a peek. Wolf explained to Scarlet that he managed to make arrangements for Indigo to be flown to Maryland. She glanced over at Jagan and noticed his knees began to buckle.

      “We’d better get out of here fast. Someone followed us here,” she said.

      “Who?” Mozart asked.

      “We don’t know, but we shot out his tires. That’ll slow him down but I suspect he’s not the type to give up easily.”

      “Is something wrong with your friend?” Wolf asked pointing at Jagan.

      Scarlet darted over towards him and grabbed his arms. “You need to sit down,” she whispered and directed him towards the couch. “What’s the matter with you?” she asked.

      “I just saw a ghost,” he said and passed out before he was able to sit down. Wolf rushed over and assisted Scarlet in laying him on the sofa.

      “Here,” she said handing Jagan a glass of water.

      The room was hazy but he was able to re-orient himself to his surroundings. “I’m so sorry about that. I don’t know what happened.”

      “You said you saw a ghost,” Scarlet reminded him.

      Jagan must have had another one of his visions. He wasn’t sure what he saw. “I’m sorry,” he apologized again. “It’s just that man in the room…he looks like someone I know.”

      “It is someone you know Jagan,” Mozart said as he closed the bedroom door behind him and entered the living room. “He’s your uncle.”

      “But that’s impossible,” Jagan said chugging the drink as if he had been wandering for days in the desert.

      “Why?” Scarlet asked.

      “Because he’s been dead for over twenty years.”
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      The recruiter managed to stop an oncoming car–a brand new Porsche. He pointed his Glock at the elderly man’s face and ordered him to exit the vehicle. The man complied and begged him to spare his life, telling him his wife was waiting at home. The assassin squeezed the trigger, and the poor victim fell onto the asphalt in one loud thump.

      He grabbed his computer and his hit kit and abandoned the sedan. He entered Sue Colicci’s address into the sports car’s navigational system. It was only a few minutes away. He texted the information to the Russians who were waiting nearby. They responded they were about ten minutes out.

      When he arrived he hid the vehicle behind some trees near the foot of the driveway and made his way to the cabin through the woods. There was a military man holding a rifle out front. He wasn’t sure how many more were inside.

      The assassin heard a vehicle approach. The motor’s sounds were unmistakable. The mark and the young girl exited the antique car and hurried inside. He heard another set of tires striking the dirt driveway. Those idiot mobsters pulled in too close. He took off in their direction so he could school them on home invasion tactics. This wasn’t his idea of a smooth operation. It was more like a babysitting assignment.
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      Indigo felt a strong draft press against his skin. His entire body began to shiver. He managed to open his eyes. He wasn’t sure how the window got open. He was sure it was closed before he passed out. When he turned his gaze directly in front of him, he was shocked.

      “How did you get in here?” he asked.

      “You know, I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “It’s been a long time,” he said.

      “It sure has.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t…”

      “Shush. Not another word. You need your strength. I tried to find you. You know that, don’t you?”

      Indigo’s memory was slowly returning. “Yes,” he replied.

      “I never gave up on you.” There was an intense brightness surrounding her. Indigo rubbed his eyelids. She continued, “No one believed me. The doctors wouldn’t listen to me either.”

      “I never should have left,” Indigo said realizing the extent of her heartbreak.

      “It wasn’t your fault. That’s what made it even harder. I couldn’t be mad at you, but I wanted to be.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “I finally figured out where you were, but by that time it was too late. By then I knew you were happy. I didn’t want to make things worse.”

      “I was…am happy,” he said.

      “You need to remember. Like the lemniscates, my love for you will never end.” Indigo had a peaceful look on his face. “Indigo…” she whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re always in my heart.”
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      The Chancellor nibbled on some toast points smothered in Imperial Russian caviar. Mozart’s 25th symphony blared from the sound system into all of the rooms of the sprawling fortress. All of the plans were set in motion. Now, it was just a waiting game. Pretty soon the leader would have more power and wealth than anyone in history had ever acquired. The fact that a few hundred thousand people had to lose their lives was of little consequence. Religion would be outlawed and the commoners would soon understand the Chancellor’s vision. An evil laugh echoed against the grand walls of the castle.

      Deak Roland was hunched over the mahogany table situated in the middle of the ballroom. On it was a miniature replica of the map of Europe with gold and black tokens spread across. Roland added one of the darker ones to the Vatican. “It’s as good as ours,” he blurted out.

      “As good is not good enough.” The chancellor sauntered over and removed the piece from the board. “You’d better send reinforcements over to the States. If our plan is to succeed, we must secure the boy.”

      “As you wish.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 46

          

        

      

    

    
      Jagan’s knees were still wobbly from the shock. Scarlet and Mozart were hounding him for an explanation but he was having trouble collecting his thoughts. As he was about ready to speak he heard a chirp coming from Wolf’s phone.

      “It’s Abe. We have company. The place is surrounded with hostiles,” Wolf reported.

      “You take the back and I’ll cover the front,” Mozart ordered. “Scarlet, you’re coming with me and Jagan…you need to stay with the patient.” Jagan retrieved his gun from the case and slipped it into the front of his pants.

      Scarlet shot her head up when she heard footsteps on the roof. Mozart assured her it was Abe and that they were in good hands. With him having the high ground, he was sure to take out the most targets. As soon as Mozart and Scarlet opened the front door, a bratatat sound accompanied a barrage of gunfire emanating from the woods. They both took cover behind the Charger. The bullet zipped by from behind their heads and a loud crack followed. One of the Russians fell into the snow. One down. She liked Abe already.

      Scarlet quietly opened the car door. She pulled out her gun and racked the slide back. “Impressive,” Mozart remarked. With two fingers he directed her towards the front of the car, while he took the back. After three shots, Mozart’s target fell leaving red spatter in the ice. Scarlet located another suspect crouching near the shed. Jekyll and Hyde launched into him from behind before the mobster had time to react. The sounds of teeth grinding bone and yelps were soon muffled by the piercing screams.

      Wolf easily dispensed two of the gangsters out back. He instructed the pilot to keep the bird in the air until the threat had been neutralized. Mozart caught the recruiter sprinting away from the property. Mozart pursued him but he managed to make it to the car nonetheless. He watched the Porsche speed off down the solitary road.

      The SEALs secured the perimeter and stacked the bodies at the burn pit. Wolf signaled the pilot that it was safe to land. The whooshing sound of the blades increased as it descended in the open field on the side of the cabin.

      Jagan stood at the front of the bed staring at Indigo. They lied to me he said to himself. Tears streamed down his chiseled face. Scarlet entered the room and rubbed her hand on Jagan’s back. “He’s going to be okay,” she consoled.

      Two military medics entered the room with a gurney. They slid Indigo onto it and brought him outside and loaded him onto the chopper. Abe agreed to stay behind to guard the cabin in case any of the perps returned.

      “Don’t forget to feed the pups,” Scarlet said to Abe.

      “I think they’ve had their full,” he replied pointing towards the shed.
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      The pilot announced there would be some heavy turbulence due to an approaching blizzard. Indigo’s breathing had become labored and his jaundice had worsened considerably. Scarlet broke the awkward silence by commending the SEALs on their brave performance back at the cabin. Mozart in kind complimented the shaken girl on her firearm skills.

      The snowstorm picked up its intensity as the whirlybird made its descent. Scarlet was knocked into Jagan’s chest. Mozart and Wolf shared a playful look as if they sensed a budding romance.

      “I’m not going to be able to land her in this weather,” the pilot announced. “The wind has picked up to forty knots. Even a pinnacle landing would be too risky given these conditions. You’re going to have to put the patient in the litter and we can lower him down.”

      “Mozart you and Scarlet go down first. Use the ladder and make sure you hold onto her tight.” Wolf instructed. “I’ll get the rescue basket ready.” Mozart climbed down first and when he got about half-way down he yelled at Scarlet to follow. A chunk of hail struck her in the face. With her eyes shut, she lost her footing and fell straight into Mozart. Losing his grip, one of his hands released from the rope. The two of them bounced over to the side away from the steps. Scarlet tightened her hold on Mozart. “Don’t look down,” Wolf yelled out. Mozart managed to swing them both back into position and they made their descent in tandem.

      As soon as they made it onto the helipad, Mozart tugged the rope to signal they were safe. The pilot told Wolf he couldn’t hold the chopper much longer. The crew managed to lower Indigo just in time. Wolf rappelled down the rope and the chopper disappeared into the storm.

      The SEALs and Scarlet followed the medics carrying the gurney to a secure floor at the world renowned hospital. They brought Indigo into an operating room and closed the surgical doors. Jagan recognized them from his vision. Goosebumps emerged over his forearms.

      A woman in a lab coat directed the group upstairs to an observation room with a large glass wall. Indigo was being placed onto a surgical table down below.

      A man clad in his Class B Marine uniform entered the room. Scarlet could tell by the number of bars on it, that he was a man of importance. Wolf rose to a stand when he entered the room and saluted. Scarlet cast a cold gaze in his direction. Why had he betrayed her and called Indigo’s superior? She was livid.

      “I need to speak with you alone,” the Commandant said staring at Jagan.

      “Me?” Jagan turned around to make sure the officer wasn’t talking to one of the SEALs. The man nodded and the two men left the room.

      Scarlet lit into Wolf the second the door shut. Mozart handed her Kimi’s letter. After she read it she sat down and simply said, “I see.”
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      The recruiter knew those idiots couldn’t be trusted. They had botched the entire mission. He needed to find a room so he could collect his thoughts and get some sleep. He knew he was a dead man if he didn’t succeed. There had to be a way and he was determined to find it.

      He located an old junk yard off the main road. He jumped the fence and removed one of the plates from an abandoned car. That would at least buy him a little more time before the police realized his ride was hot.

      Once he checked into a room, he called his contact at MI6. The analyst informed him there was nothing but nonsense on the microchip. Damn. He had been taken. There was no way he was going to report this to the Chancellor or Deak for that matter. He tightened his fists, furious over being duped by an untrained kid.

      There was a slender blond at the hotel bar. Maybe a little sex would clear his head. At least he had managed to place a tracker on Scarlet’s shoe before he left. He had snuck under her car during the shootout. At least those stupid mobsters were good for one thing–a distraction.
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      Indigo needs a liver transplant, the Commandant explained.

      “Yes sir,” Jagan replied not sure of what else to say.

      “Please. Call me Shanks.” He tugged hard at the sides of his shirt.

      Jagan almost spit out his coffee. Not a great time for the church laugh but reaaally…Shanks? It must have been nervous laughter because he knew his uncle was in serious condition.

      “I think you’d better sit down, son.” He pointed towards the chair tucked into the desk kneehole.

      Jagan obliged his request and pulled the seat out. Sure, anything you say Commander Shanks-a-lot. He tried to hide his amusement. He wished Luca was here to be in on the joke. The Italian would have gone on and on with that name-Spanks for Shanks, Shanks Yanks, Shanks shoots blanks, and so on.

      “What I’m about to tell you is not going to be easy for you to here. This wasn’t how I wanted to break this to you, but we haven’t much time.” Shanks went around him and pulled another chair and positioned it so he could face him.

      “Am I in some sort of trouble or something?” Jagan asked wondering if this had something to do with the microchip.

      “We’ve been watching you for a long time,” he explained.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “You have a special ability, one only a few have. You know what I mean.” Jagan nodded his head. “You see, you and your uncle share a gift, but with that comes a curse I’m afraid.”

      “A curse?”

      “Think of it like Mozart. He was the most gifted composer, one who inherited his genius, but with that came an affliction. For him, it was drink.”

      “Okay,” Jagan tilted his head. He didn’t like where this was going.

      “You and your two uncles are the last of the Timucuans. The Native American tribe was thought to be extinct. That is until your uncle showed up all those years ago.”

      “I thought we were Cherokee,” Jagan divulged.

      “That’s what your mother told you…to protect you. She knew we’d try to recruit you.”

      “She lied to me,” he complained.

      “She was trying to keep you safe. Understandably, she didn’t want you to become some sort of guinea pig to be used in some type of science experiment or something. We weren’t the only ones watching.” Shanks got up from his chair and lit a cigar. “You see son, I can’t authorize Indigo’s transplant unless you agree to take his place.”
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      Scarlet got up and stared down at Indigo. Turning around she focused on Mozart. “He looks so helpless. Why aren’t they doing anything?” He simply shrugged his shoulders. “Big help you are,” she chastised.

      Mozart couldn’t help but like Scarlet. In fact, he adored her. He felt a strong urge to protect her at any cost. Everything about her reminded him of his little sister–his murdered sister. Scarlet would have the SEALs protection as long as they were around and able.

      “I hate hospitals,” Scarlet announced, continuing her rant. “Doctors too, for that matter. They kill more people than they cure.” Mozart stood up and grabbed the back of Scarlet’s arms. He turned her around and brought her into his arms.

      “It’s going to be all right. You did this Scarlet. You saved his life.”
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      Shanks put his cigar in his mouth and smoothed out his uniform again. He knew he had to tell Jagan the entire story, but he was worried about the time. “About twenty years ago, I was notified by the MP’s that they had found a young man wandering on base out at Camp Pendleton in California. I was just a sergeant at the time.”

      “Indigo,” Jagan whispered.

      “That’s right.” Shanks confirmed. “He was in a fugue-like state. He had no ID or anything on him. He didn’t know who he was at all. Total amnesia.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Jagan said and covered his mouth.

      “I recognized his high cheek bones and other subtle facial features. I knew he was Ticumua and that he had to be nurtured…protected.”

      “How did you know?” Jagan asked. Studying Shanks’ hands he realized the answer. The liver spots were as numerous as the stripes on a zebra.

      “We have a common ancestor son.”

      “I see.”

      “What you may not know is that our tribe shared a common disease. Geneticists call it a ‘founder effect.’” Shanks extinguished his cigar in his Styrofoam coffee cup. “We have a rare form of it. There are several other types.” Shanks rubbed his hand on his forehead and continued, “There are certain things that trigger the condition.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, sunlight for one. That’s why some call it ‘Dracula’s disease’. Avoiding too much exposure is key to managing the condition.”

      “You said triggers as in plural didn’t you?” Jagan was overwhelmed. He couldn’t concentrate. He had just found out his uncle was alive and that his family had lied to him and now…he had a rare disease to boot.

      “Well…intense exercise and a low carb diet are also triggers.”

      Jagan’s mouth shot wide open. His mother had been right about the food and the working out. He owed her an apology, but not until she gave him one first for lying. “Is there a treatment?”

      “Yes, but over time the toxins accumulate in the organs and liver failure is the most dreaded complication.”

      “So, why do you need me to take my uncle’s place?”

      “Once his liver is removed, his special gift goes away with it I’m afraid.”

      “Oh…I see. But what about my mother and my grandmother? They never got sick and they have the gift, if by the gift you mean clairvoyance.”

      “Unlike some of the other types, the Ticumua disease is X-linked.”

      “You lost me.”

      “The disease is carried on the X chromosome. Your mother and grandmother are affected carriers, but don’t express the full blown disease. So, they get the gift with less consequence.”

      Jagan stood up and blurted out. “Yes. Of course I’ll take his place. He’s served his country long enough.” It didn’t make any difference to Jagan at this point. The love of his life had her heart set on another. He had nothing to lose.

      “That’s very brave of you, Jagan…but there’s one caveat.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You can never disclose to anyone what you are signing up for…you have to sever all ties. In a sense…you have to disappear.”
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      The surgical staff entered the room down below. Scarlet, Mozart, and Wolf looked on during the delicate procedure. Scarlet pointed at a clear fluid-filled bag that was hooked up to Indigo and asked, “Is it supposed to be that color?”

      “It looks like Merlot. What does that mean?” Mozart tilted his head like an inquisitive puppy. He was racking his brain but nothing came to mind. That wasn’t something they covered in his emergency medical training.

      “I think I have an idea,” Scarlet said. “I have to go down there and warn the surgeons what’s wrong with him.”

      “You can’t interrupt his surgery,” Wolf said.

      “But if they give him the wrong medication, it could kill him.” Scarlet knew the wrong anesthesia could be lethal.

      “Don’t worry Scarlet. I already spoke with the Commandant. They already know what’s wrong with him,” Wolf stated.

      “Well, I don’t trust him for one, and for another, if they knew his condition, why didn’t they treat him before?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest and pouted.

      “I think they had their reasons. I’m not saying I agree with them.” Wolf said. We’d better stay up here until the procedure is over. You could contaminate the room. That would be dangerous for him in his weakened state.”

      “And where the hell is Jagan?” Scarlet asked. Wolf and Mozart had an idea, but they didn’t want to share it with her, not when she was in such a fragile state.

      Mozart began to understand there was something unusual about Scarlet. He couldn’t be sure, but he had his suspicions. He would confront her when the time was right.
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      A driver opened the back door of the black Tahoe for Jagan and Shanks. “What about Indigo?” Jagan asked. Shanks explained that he pulled through the surgery and that he should make a full recovery. Jagan was thrilled his uncle would be able to go home. He wished he could be there to see the look on his family members’ faces when he showed up. The thought of them brought on a surge of guilt. He knew his mother would be devastated when she found out he wasn’t returning. There had to be some way he could notify her so she wouldn’t worry. He didn’t understand how Indigo had managed all these years without so much as a peep.

      “You need to secure Indigo’s liver. The one they removed I mean.” Jagan said. He recalled the man waiting near the doors in his dream. That must have been what he was after.

      “See, you’re a natural at this. I wouldn’t have thought about that.” Shanks said with that proud father type of look on his face. “Of course they would want to secure it for themselves. It’s a rare specimen. Maybe the Europeans were planning on securing the liver to harvest the disease for their own remote viewing program.”

      “Look kid, I don’t have much time to train you. I’ll try to catch you up to speed with Indigo’s mission. Your mission now I mean–‘Operation Overthrow’.” Shanks pulled a dossier out of his briefcase and handed it over. He ordered the driver to take the fastest route to Dulles. “You ever been on a plane before?” he asked.

      Jagan answered no without taking his eyes off the paper. “Well, it isn’t easy for our kind,” Shanks explained. “It might make you a little anxious, but you’ll get used to it.”

      “Where are we headed?” Jagan asked. He had a feeling he already knew the answer. His visions were starting to make sense now.

      “China,” he answered.

      “Let me guess,” Jagan said. “Beijing?”

      Shanks felt bad he hadn’t had time for a more proper ceremony. He asked Jagan to raise his right hand and he swore him in. “Welcome to the Corps, Agent Z.”
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      The recruiter stopped at a used car lot and traded the Porsche for a Honda Accord. Sure, it was a step down, but at least this insured he wouldn’t be pulled over. The dealer thankfully was shady, so he didn’t seem to care the sports car was stolen. He only cared about one thing–the bottom line. He’s lucky too, because if he would have refused the trade he would have ended up with a bullet in his head.

      His source at MI6 had already informed him that Jagan had boarded a jet. This was most unfortunate, but he would catch up with him soon. He arrived at the National Institute of Health and parked the car in the garage. Flirting with one of the nurses, he managed to get past security. She bought the story that he was there to visit his sick mother. What a dingbat. He made his way to a laboratory and stole a white coat and an organ cooler.

      The recruiter pinpointed the surgical room using GPS. At least he planted that tracker and had a chance to complete one part of his mission. He opened the doors and announced he was there to pick up the diseased liver. “The Chief of Endocrinology wants the specimen immediately for dissection.” Unaware of the recruiter’s true identity, the nurse placed the organ into the cooler. The recruiter looked down at Indigo. If only I’d gotten here a little sooner, he thought shaking his head.
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      Scarlet grabbed a hold of Mozart’s arm. “That’s him. That’s the guy that was following me and Jagan. I’m sure of it.” Her heartbeat doubled in speed and her thoughts raced as though she had just downed a cup of cappuccino.

      “Let’s go,” Mozart announced. The SEALs and Scarlet made their way to the stairwell. As soon as they entered, they saw the suspicious man carrying the cooler.

      “He has Indigo’s liver,” Scarlet yelled out. The pop of a gunshot rang out in the confined space. Scarlet’s ears rang in response to the deafening noise. She crouched down but the SEALs jumped over the railing and almost fell right on top of the suspect.

      “Stop right there or I’ll shoot her,” the man said before they could rise to a stand. He had his sights pointed directly at Scarlet. The SEALs could tell that he still had a direct shot at her head. They had no choice but to let him go. “And if you follow me, I’ll start shooting the patients,” he warned.

      “I’m sorry,” Scarlet said to the SEALs, knowing she had jeopardized the suspect’s capture by not taking cover. “But I did at least manage to get one thing right,” she said. Mozart and Wolf stared at each other in disbelief.

      “This I got to see,” said Wolf trying to catch his breath.

      “I got the guy’s picture,” she said holding up her phone.
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      The recruiter glanced down at his cell phone–Deak Roland. That goofy looking fuck, he said aloud. He knew better than to ignore the call, but he let it ring a few times so he could regain his composure.

      “Word has it that you let him slip through your fingers,” Deak stated. The sounds of a knife being sharpened resounded in the background.

      “I have everything under control,” he lied. “I know where’s he’s headed.”

      “You need to report back here at once. The Chancellor wants a word with you.”

      “Wait. You need to let me finish. I have a special package–the liver…the only one of its kind. Give me more time to find the kid and I’ll make sure it’s delivered to you immediately.”

      “Send it to our genetics lab and get your ass to Italy. We’ll take care of Beijing.”

      “Understood.” The recruiter ended the call and headed towards the airport.
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      Wolf took Scarlet’s phone and transmitted the image to Benny. “I need you to get me an ID on this guy. Find out whatever you can. Get with Homeland Security and see if you can get his picture flagged. If he’s flying somewhere, I need to know about it. Also, remember that girl you hooked up with that works at Langley? See if she can get us some intel on him. Oh and tell Cookie to meet us here. I need him for a special favor.”

      “The nurse said we can see him now. He’s been moved over to recovery.” Indigo’s face lit up when he saw Scarlet. She introduced Wolf and Mozart and they all chatted for a while. Cookie came in the room and Wolf explained to Indigo that Cookie was a fellow SEAL and he was going to make sure he made it home to Georgia safely.

      Indigo wasn’t used to all this attention. It was going to take him some time to get used to his new life. The chatter was gone. His memory was starting to return. He wondered if she had waited for him. He knew it was a long shot, but at least there was some hope.

      “Scarlet can I talk to you in private?” Indigo asked. The SEALs obliged and left the room. “I need you to do something for me. I know it’s a lot to ask after everything you’ve done, but it’s important.”

      “What is it?” she asked. She sat next to him on the hospital bed and gazed into his eyes. She was surprised at how comfortable she felt around him.

      “I need you and the SEALs to go after Jagan. He’s young and inexperienced. The Commandant is expecting too much of him, especially for a mission this dangerous.”

      “So that’s where he went. Is he taking your place?”

      “I’m afraid so. It wasn’t my idea. I would have refused the surgery had I known. My sister’s going to kill me…when she finds out I’m alive that is.”

      Scarlet couldn’t help but chuckle and Indigo did as well. “Don’t you think we might, I don’t know, hurt his feelings if we just show up unannounced, like he can’t handle it on his own?”

      “Just tell him I had a premonition about it before I was cured. He’ll understand. Will you let him know something for me?”

      “Sure, what’s that?”

      “Tell him not to worry about Kaya. I’ll explain everything to her.”

      “Kaya?”

      “Oh, sorry. That’s his mother.”

      “Indigo,” Scarlet spoke softly and leaned in closer towards him.

      “Yes, Scarlet.”

      “You’re going back for her, aren’t you?”

      Their eyes locked in a deep understanding. Scarlet nestled her head into Indigo’s chest. He moaned in pain. She apologized for being so clumsy. Indigo pulled her into him tighter. She was going to miss him so. She never had a big brother before, and now she had two adopted ones–Indigo and Mozart. She couldn’t wait to thank her grandmother. If it weren’t for her, they never would have met.
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      The supersonic jet landed in Beijing without a glitch. Jagan apologized to Shanks for his poor aim with the barf bag. He offered to pay for the dry cleaning.

      The airport was like something out a science fiction movie. Even Shanks was impressed by the architecture. The luxury vinyl tile was as smooth as glass and resembled an ice skating rink from a distance. The domed walls were covered with triangular windows that gave an open feel almost like an oversized terrarium. Shanks explained the red roof represented good luck. Jagan suspected they were going to need all they could get to accomplish their mission.

      Shank’s driver, JoJo, accompanied the men. She was fluent in Mandorin and Cantonese. “Put your chin onto the headpiece,” she explained to Jagan. The computer entered his name into the facial recognition system as he had never flown before.

      The consulate driver pulled up in a black Buick. Jojo stomped over to the driver side and yelled, “You get out of car.” The driver got out and gave Shanks a puzzled look. Jojo cursed at him in a Mandarin rant. Jagan couldn’t help but laugh.

      “You’d better do as she says. I’ll send someone round to pick you up.” Shanks ordered.

      “Take us to the embassy, Jojo and step on it.” Shanks turned to Jagan and said, “We’d better not piss her off.” The two men smiled at one another in agreement.

      The embassy was nothing short of stunning. The front of the building consisted of rows and columns of glass blocks and was surrounded by an infinity pond. There were two impressive sculptures and shiny tubes of violet and emerald coatings ballooned out of the water.

      “I have a room set up for you,” Shanks advised. “It’s soundproof and designed specifically to enhance your abilities. We don’t have any time to waste so go ahead and get settled.”

      “Okay, but before I do, I think I already have an idea where the bomb is set to go off, but I need a map.” Shanks brought Jagan to the conference room and turned on the front display. “It would be about ten miles or so north of Tiananmen Square.” He inspected the map and pointed, “There,” he said. “It’s a Catholic Church, in Dongtang.”

      “The Pope,” Shanks said.

      “What about him?” Jagan asked.

      “He’s visiting that church this afternoon. Maybe that’s what all this is about.”

      “The Pope,” Jagan whispered. He thought back to his conversation with Luca and what he had seen on the news.

      “Nice work.” Shanks said patting Jagan on the back. “Jojo, call the bomb squad and send them the coordinates and get in touch with Vatican Security. Tell them I’m on my way. Jagan, you get into that room. It’s time for you to work more of your magic. There may be additional clues that need to be uncovered.” Shanks handed him a cellular phone. “Here. Whatever you do, don’t lose it.”

      Jagan entered the room and lay down on the cot. He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
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      Scarlet explained to the SEALs what Indigo wanted. Wolf hesitated because they didn’t have much vacation time left before their next assignment, but he knew how Mozart felt. Neither one of them had the heart to say no.

      Wolf disconnected the call. “He’s in Beijing,” he announced. He made arrangements with Abe to watch the cabin. He had already met a hot babe at a local bar, so he was content to spend the rest of his break there. Abe let Wolf know that Jekyll and Hyde were in high cotton feasting on rib eye. He had to reward the dogs after all for their role in the mission.

      Scarlet eased her seat back on the plane. Wolf had managed to get them first class. Her mind drifted to Jagan. She couldn’t understand why he had left without saying goodbye. Hadn’t he felt the connection the way she had? She knew she was different. Maybe he was turned off by her brain. Some guys didn’t like smart woman, especially ones like her. He probably had already figured out she was a freak and wanted nothing to do with her. Either way, she was going to help him. She couldn’t abandon him, not at a time like this. There was too much at stake.

      “How are we going to get into the embassy,” Mozart asked Wolf. They couldn’t use their connections this time. The troop chief would put their asses in a sling if he found out. He still didn’t know how they were going to justify the medevac expense. No, this had to be off the books. Wolf rested his index finger and thumb on his chin as he tried to come up with a plan.

      “I have an idea,” Scarlet said, thankful to get her mind off of romance. “What if we pretend we’re seeking asylum for our father who’s been arrested or something like that?”

      “Not bad,” Mozart said. “But we have to come up with a believable story.”

      “Leave the details to me,” Scarlet said. “I have an active imagination.”

      “Yes, we believe you do,” Wolf replied.
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      The recruiter landed in Rome. It wouldn’t take him long to get to the Vatican, but he needed to find a way to get past their security. Lucky for him most of the staff was busy in China and much of the other personnel had already transitioned to Brazil so it would be far easier than he had initially anticipated. Everything was coming together…as long as that meddling kid didn’t screw things up.

      The recruiter was hoping the Chancellor would go easy on him. Sure, he let the microchip slip through his hands and he wasn’t able to nab Jagan Love, but at least he was able to obtain the body part. As long as he managed to succeed here in Rome, he should be in good standing. No matter what, he couldn’t afford to screw this up. He would take anyone out that got in his way.

      His contact at MI6 had arranged for him to stay at a bed and breakfast. He didn’t want to draw too much attention to himself, so this was a better option than a hotel. Once in his room, he opened the suitcase that was left there for him. He placed the Franciscan habit on the bed and arranged the maps on the desk to study.

      The recruiter was certain there was a passageway underground from the library to the storage room that housed the secret archives. Agents had gone undercover for decades to acquire these blueprints. They were worth their weight in gold.
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      Scarlet and the SEALs arrived at the embassy. Thankfully Wolf knew enough Mandarin to get by. When they arrived at the front reception Scarlet explained that their father was a wealthy business man who had been framed for embezzlement. She explained he had been wrongfully arrested and they were there to negotiate his release. The secretary excused herself to see if the Ambassador’s deputy was available for a meeting. Wolf took the opportunity to sneak off in an effort to locate Jagan.

      The secretary returned and explained that the Deputy Chief of Mission was at a banquet but that his assistant would meet with them in his office. Scarlet and Mozart followed her down a corridor and sat down in the leather chairs as directed.

      The Deputy’s assistant was a rather handsome young man who seemed pleasant enough. Scarlet was a natural. She somehow managed to cry real tears when talking about their imaginary father’s arrest. Mozart thought she would be brilliant at undercover work. The Deputy promised to relay the information to the Ambassador and they scheduled a meeting for the following morning. Mozart wondered how the poor man would react when they didn’t show up.

      On their way out, they snuck into the woman’s restroom so they could try and make contact with Wolf. Scarlet lowered her head and peeked under the stalls to make sure they were alone.

      “Wolf found him,” Mozart announced. “It’s late in the evening so there shouldn’t be much staff here, but still we need to be careful.” Scarlet nodded her head and followed Mozart to a stairwell. After three flights of stairs, they found their way to the room. Wolf was waiting outside the door.

      Scarlet wondered what Jagan’s reaction would be. Would he be happy to see her? She really hoped so but kind of doubted it after his abrupt departure. She wanted so desperately for him to care for her the way she did for him.

      Wolf slowly turned the knob and they entered. The room was completely gray and soundproof. There were no windows and no objects except for a cot and a desk with a pad and pen. There Jagan was…on the bed sound asleep.
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      The humming sound came almost immediately after Jagan closed his eyes. The separation was less scary this time as he was becoming more accustomed to his astral self. Going through the roof before he accelerated was the worst part. Feeling as though he was flying was a thrilling experience. He really did feel like Superman.

      The descent was not as rapid as the take-off. He wasn’t sure where he was until he saw the impressive dome of Saint Peter’s Basilica. Passing the church, he entered the walls of the Vatican Library. He traveled next door and drifted underground to the Pope’s private collection–the Vatican Secret Archives were before him.

      There were books and documents lining the shelves as far as the eye could see. Jagan noticed one of the notebooks was sticking out from the others. He went over and the book fell to the floor and opened up. The page contained a list of ancient treasures and maps to their locations. So this was what the chancellor was after.
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      Scarlet tiptoed over to the bed. “He looks so peaceful,” she commented.

      “We have to wake him up,” Wolf ordered.

      “But what if he’s in the middle of…you know…his thing? I don’t want to be the one that screws something important up. What if he’s about to uncover some great mystery like who Jack the Ripper is or something.”

      “I don’t think it works like that,” Mozart interjected. “But Wolf’s right, we need to get out of here before someone catches on to us.”

      “Okay, fine…I’ll do it.” Scarlet offered. She nudged his shoulder gently and whispered his name in his ear. “He must be in a pretty deep sleep,” she remarked.

      Wolf marched over to the bed and nudged Scarlet out of the way. He shook Jagan’s shoulders up and down until they rose several inches off the cot. “There, now that’s how it’s done,” he said after Jagan opened his eyes.

      Jagan sat up and turned his head towards each one of them at a time. “What the hell are you guys doing here?” he asked. He was really disoriented. It was his first assignment and here he was in a foreign country in an eerie room only to awake to unexpected guests. “This room was supposed to be sealed.”

      “Wolf has a way with locks,” Mozart bragged of his partner.

      “No…really. I’m confused. What are you guys doing here?” Scarlet was the last person he wanted to see right now. Wasn’t it bad enough that she broke his heart? Did she come all this way just to rub it in?

      “Indigo sent me,” Scarlet said. “Well, us I mean.”

      “Listen there’s no time for to explain now. But we need to get you out of here,” Wolf said.
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      The recruiter donned his holy attire and took a glance in the mirror. He thought he would have made a handsome-looking brother if he weren’t so evil. After studying the maps, he felt confident he could find his way into the Secret Archives.

      The streets of Rome were chaotic. The recruiter took pride in the fact that so many people’s lives had been thrown into upheaval due to the Chancellor’s master plan and he played a big role in it. He felt like a god.

      On the main road to the library, there were protesters and police forces blocking any vehicles from passing. Even children were throwing rocks as their parents waved signs expressing their disgust at losing their beloved religious leader. Tear gas bombs had little effect at dispersing the crowds. There were life-sized effigies of the Chancellor being burned and there were even a few of Deak Roland. He wished they’d set him on fire for real so he could take second chair.

      The Pontifical Swiss Guard stood in front of Porta Sant’Anna holding their halberds at the ready. The recruiter found their uniforms unintimidating and thought they appeared more like jesters than sentinels. It was like a rainbow sought them out and threw up all over them. The recruiter thought whoever oversaw security here should be publically hanged, even though he wanted to privately thank him. This was going to be easier than he thought.

      One of the sentries lowered his lance as the recruiter approached. He handed the guard a document–an exquisite forgery. The guard depressed the button on his walkie-talkie to confirm the monk had been approved for special access to the private archives. Little did he know he was talking to the recruiter’s contact at MI6. The recruiter thought his associate replicated the Trastevere accent rather nicely.
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      Jagan picked up the phone and waited. The new agent was only on his first assignment and he was already going rogue. Hopefully Shanks would understand he had to act based on what he saw in his vision. Earlier, he had sent him a text from the embassy, but his new boss never responded. He was hoping he hadn’t screwed up, but he had to trust his instincts.

      On the plane, Jagan sat next to Wolf. He still didn’t know what to say to Scarlet. The Commandant finally returned his call and Jagan explained what he saw in his vision. “This was never about religion,” he explained. The Chancellor forced the Pope out of Rome to break into the Secret Archives. Inside, there are maps to ancient treasures including the gold from Solomon’s lost temple. The combined value is in the billions.”

      The commandant confirmed Jagan’s analysis. He explained an analyst deciphered the data on the microchip and that it contained damaging background information on the Chancellor. Shanks said that once he leaked it to the press, the dictator would be forced to resign. Most importantly, Shanks relayed the bomb had been diffused. “Be careful out there and don’t underestimate the Chancellor’s henchman. I’ll meet you in Rome,” Shanks terminated the call.

      Mozart had fallen asleep on the flight. Scarlet had started to doze off, but every time the plane jerked she woke up in a panic. She tried to read a magazine, but her thoughts kept returning to Jagan. He had acted so cold towards her in Beijing. She just couldn’t understand why he was being so distant. Maybe all he cared about was his new career or maybe he had met someone else. No matter what happened, she was going to confront him in Rome. She would never forgive herself if she let her one shot of happiness slip away.
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      Rome was in total chaos. Luca would be horrified. Jagan was relieved his friend wasn’t here to witness the destruction of his homeland. The “nee-eu nee-eu” sounds waxed and waned as police vehicles raced through the cobbled streets. Mounted police were on every street corner and a haze filled the air from all the tear gas and smoke bombs that had been released. Store front windows were shattered and looters carrying their stashes dashed in all directions like fire ants fleeing from a disturbed colony.

      Once in front of the Vatican Library, Jagan took command. “I need to gain access to the entrance of the Secret Archives. Once inside, I know the location of the underground doorway. Scarlet, I need you to create a distraction out front. Do you think you can handle that?” He shot her a doubtful glance.

      “Oh, she can handle it,” Mozart spoke up for her. “You should have seen her at the embassy.” Wolf glanced over at his friend. He knew him like the back of his hand and he could tell how fond Mozart was of Scarlet.

      Jagan nodded his head and continued, “Mozart, if you and Wolf could have my back. I think the Chancellor’s assassin is already inside. I need to focus all my attention on acquiring the maps so they don’t get into his dirty little hands.”

      Scarlet was completely floored by the transformation. Jagan fit his role as a HALO like a hand-tailored glove. She was turned on by his newly-found confidence. Now if she could only get him alone and find out what went wrong… but she knew it would have to wait. How inconsiderate of the world to interfere with her love life. She giggled at her absurd thought.

      Sculptures of bald eagles and angels marked the entrance of St. Anne’s gate and the baroque building behind it. Scarlet assured the men she would have the guards eating out of her hands in no time. Disguised in a Carmelite habit she had stolen out of a nearby abbey, Scarlet sprinted towards the guards and told them a man had just attacked her outside the gate. She was hoping the guard hadn’t thought too much of her Sicilian accent. She practiced the Roman one on the plane while Mozart took his cat nap but it was hard to erase years of hearing the Colicci tongue.

      The HALO and SEALs had just enough time to slip past the gate. After she convinced the guards she was okay, she took her position by the fountain so she could monitor the exit. Pulling out a rosary, she slid her fingers across the glass beads and moved her lips as she prayed.
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      Jagan wandered through the rows of books and documents. He noticed several of the shelves were already empty and hoped the ancient scroll had not yet been disturbed. To think he had access to documents that had been hidden from public view for centuries was an invigorating feeling. If he only had time to sift through them.

      After what seemed like hours, he finally stumbled upon the scrolls. He recognized the green patina from his vision. Lifting up the delicate object, he heard a movement nearby. The sound was similar to a heavy circular stone rolling on concrete. Jagan felt a draft and knew the opening must be close by. Behind one of the shelves, he saw an opening in the floor. He quickly scanned the room to make sure he hadn’t been seen.

      Jagan descended down a spiral staircase. Wolf was close behind. The area was damp and had the aroma of stagnant water. As he approached the bottom of the steps, a shadow darted in front of his eyes. The sounds of hurried footsteps echoed against the ancient walls. Quickening his pace, he noticed a monk off in the distance sprinting down a long corridor. That was no man of the cloth. He would recognize that gait anywhere.

      The recruiter made a sharp turn and was out of sight. Jagan took a moment to catch his breath and signaled to Wolf that their mark was up ahead. There was no other way out so he thought it best to take their time. He wasn’t going to let him get the upper hand this time.

      Jagan and Wolf finally reached the room the recruiter had entered. There he was in the very center sitting on the floor with his hands covering his face. His tunic was soaked. It must have happened when he moved the fountain. Underneath it was a carved out opening in the floor about the size of a large briefcase. In the recruiter’s hands was a book filled with nothing but blank pages.

      Jagan and Wolf apprehended the broken man and turned him over to the Swiss guards. As they walked away, a cracking sound zipped past their heads. The recruiter fell to the ground with a loud thump.

      The elderly woman on top of the roof lowered her rifle. Now her husband could rest in peace. The retired mercenary said a prayer and ingested the cyanide pills. “That’ll teach him to fuck with a girl from Bristol.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 68

          

        

      

    

    
      Scarlet announced she booked them a room at the Michelangelo to debrief. Mozart and Wolf argued over who had dibs on the shower. Mozart finally gave in after Wolf agreed to buy dinner. Little did he know that Scarlet planned on ordering the rare Alba truffle pasta and a bottle of one of the world’s most expensive champagne.

      Jagan agreed to meet them but there was something he had to do first. He couldn’t help but notice the look of disappointment on Scarlet’s face. Maybe she was just fickle or maybe Indigo dumped her. Guess it would serve her right.

      Jagan stood in the middle of the spectacular room of the Vatican Museum that consisted of a long hallway that stretched on and on. The Gallery of maps was appropriately named. The enormous paintings adorned the many walls of the lengthy corridor.

      The Commandant appeared next to him and he too gazed at the awe-inspiring images. “To think the treasure map was there all along. Hidden in Plain Sight,” Jagan said to him. “You think anyone will ever figure it out?”

      “Not if we have anything to do with it,” he replied. “I just got back from a nice little meeting with one of my contacts at the Associated Press. That dirt your grandmother digged up on the Chancellor will make the headlines tonight. The thing I don’t get is the file was created almost twenty years ago.”

      Jagan directed his gaze away from the map and over to his boss. “What was on it?” he asked. The commandant explained before the Chancellor rose to power, she was a call girl working in the slums in Serbia. His grandmother was part of a human trafficking task force that tied a ring in Tampa to the one overseas. One of her counterparts rescued her from the streets. When she discovered the woman was heading into politics, she kept the file on her just in case.
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      Scarlet popped the cork the moment Jagan and Shanks entered the room. The news was on the television and there was an image of the Chancellor being taken away from the majestic castle in handcuffs. “Serves the bitch right,” Scarlet yelled out.

      Shanks accepted the glass of bubbly and after taking a sip he spit some of it back into his glass. Scarlet belittled him by schooling him on the fact that the precious spirit had been sitting on the bottom of the ocean for over a century.

      Scarlet handed Jagan a glass and asked him to accompany her out on the balcony. The police had gained control of the crowds. It was a beautiful night in Rome. Gazing deep into his eyes she took a sip of her drink before she spoke. She needed to get an answer, but she was so worried about what he might say. “Why have you been avoiding me?” she asked.

      Jagan was taken aback by her forwardness, but then again she was unlike any girl he had ever met. He guessed there was no harm in being direct at this point. After all, he already blew his chance with her before. “I’m surprised you’re not taking care of Indigo,” he said in an irritated tone.

      “Indigo?” Scarlet wondered if that’s what he was upset about, the fact that she left Indigo when he was sick. “Listen, I had to come meet you at the library. My grandmother said it was urgent, besides Indigo was in good hands with the SEALs.”

      “Yeah, I bet he was in good hands,” he turned away from her and took a swig of his drink. He didn’t understand why she was being so coy about the matter. Still, there was something about the night air and the bubbly that calmed his jealous nature.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Scarlet grabbed his arm and turned him to face her. Was he jealous of Indigo, she wondered. Maybe that’s why he had turned on the Mister Freeze persona. It was all starting to make sense.

      “Look. I understand you and Indigo are a thing, but you don’t have to rub my face in it.”

      Scarlet couldn’t help but let out a laugh. “That’s what all this is about? Indigo? What on Earth ever gave you that idea?” She asked.

      “Well when Wolf said that man in your bed, I just assumed you guys were an item.”

      “Didn’t your mother ever tell you about assumptions? You’re such an ass.”

      “So you’re not in love with Indigo?” Jagan asked setting his glass on the table.

      “No, I’m not, but I am in love with someone else.”

      “Oh, I see. Mozart? Is that who?” Jagan turned away from her again and stared straight ahead. The corners of his mouth rose.

      Scarlet noticed his smile as she stared at his profile. “You’re impossible,” she said and slapped him on the arm.

      “I want to hear you say it,” he said.

      “Say what?” she asked knowing exactly what he meant.

      “Come on. You know.” He turned towards her and grabbed her by the waist.

      “I love you Jagan.”

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      “Are you kidding?” she asked.

      “It’s an inside joke. I’ll fill you in on it sometime,” Jagan said and drew her close. With his fingers he gently stroked her auburn hair out of her eyes. Slowly he leaned in until his lips were almost touching hers. Placing his hands on her lower back, he squeezed tight. He pressed his bottom lip over her top lip and gently moved both his lips over hers. Raising his hands up her back he moved her body into his. Westley and Buttercup had nothing on them. True love’s kiss had been outdone.
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      Bly and Kaya were out in the pasture tending to the horses. Off in the distance they saw a figure at the end of the dirt driveway. As he approached, Kaya dropped the feed bucket and ran towards him. Tears streamed down her face as if a dam in her eyes had just broken loose.

      “Indigo, how can this be?” She asked. “We thought you were dead.” Kaya screamed out to her father who had collapsed out in the field. When he came to, Bly embraced his son and held onto him for a very long time. Kaya had never seen him this emotional. Kaya kept repeating, “It’s a miracle.”

      Once inside, Indigo broke the news to Kaya about Jagan. He explained to her that he was safer “inside” than at home and that most of his work would be done asleep. That seemed to comfort her a little.

      “So mom was right about what happened to you…about your disease and everything?”

      “I hate to admit it, but she was. She even tracked down the man who brought me in. I guess they made some kind of an arrangement years ago, about me and Jagan I mean. I hope you understand Kaya; it was for both our sakes. Jagan’s better off.”

      “So why didn’t she just tell me,” Kaya complained.

      “She knew you would never go for it.” Bly chimed in.

      “Well what about the college tour and all that?” Kaya asked.

      “Now that was just her being eccentric.” Indigo laughed. “Don’t you remember those elaborate Easter egg hunts she would arrange for us growing up? The way I see it, she just wanted to send her grandson on an adventure.”

      “Yup. That sounds like mom.”

      “And you know what else?” Indigo asked.

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you remember that crime writer mom was real close with way back in the day?”

      “Yeah, Sue Colicci, right? What about her?”

      “I remember them talking, all those years ago about setting up Jagan and Scarlet.”

      “Who’s Scarlet?” Kaya asked.

      “Sue’s granddaughter. Mom wrote a story about them.” Indigo ambled over towards the shelves and pulled out a book. “Here it is…The Predecessor.” He handed Kaya the book. “She was killing a bottle of wine one night when they were on the phone. They were laughing about being matchmakers and how fun it would be to set the kids up.”

      “Well, did it work?”

      “I’m not sure how it turned out but I sensed a connection between the two of them. At first, I thought she had a crush on me.”

      “That’s probably just your ego talking.” Kaya laughed. “Do you think you could get a letter to Jagan?”

      “I think I could arrange that,” he replied.

      “He’s not going to believe the news.”

      “Oh, he already knows that I was coming home.”

      “Not that,” Kaya said. “Luca and Melissa the Pissa eloped.”

      Bly cracked open a beer and began to laugh.

      “He even told Bethany he was converting to her religion,” Kaya and Bly laughed even harder.

      “Guess there’s a lot I missed out on,” Indigo said. He stared out at the decrepit greenhouse.

      “That’s where Jagan would talk to her. I thought he was going crazy. I guess it all kind of makes sense now. I’m sorry you didn’t get to see her before she died. It happened a few months after you left,” Kaya said.

      “Oh I got to see her, just last week,” Indigo explained. “Before my transplant, she paid me a visit. We made our peace and dad...”

      “Yes, son.”

      “Mom wanted me to give you a message.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Mom said she’s always in your heart.”
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      Shanks stepped out onto the balcony. “I see you’ve gone rogue again Agent Z. You haven’t even been on my team for a week and you’re already proving impossible to control,” Shanks said already buzzed from the longest fermented alcohol he’d ever imbibed. Scarlet and Jagan continued to kiss as if he wasn’t even there. He cleared his throat and stepped closer.

      “What team? I’m your entire team now,” Jagan said with a cocky smile on his face. “I’ve mulled over our little deal and I have some amendments to make,” he announced.

      “I see you’re going to be a pain in the ass just like your uncle,” Shanks said raising his glass towards the sky. “This ought to be rich.”

      “Well for one, I need to be allowed to call and write my mother at least once a week.”

      “Go on,” Shanks said.

      “B, I want to be able to go home once a year to see the family.”

      “And?” Shanks said increasing the inflection of his voice.

      “Three, I want to marry Scarlet.”

      “You do?” She asked gazing deep into his amber eyes.

      “Consider it done. But the only reason I’m agreeing to letter C or was it number three?” Shanks paused and then continued, “It’s because Mozart convinced me she’d be a great addition to the unit.

      “He did?” Scarlet batted her long eyelashes and buried her head into Jagan’s chest.

      “He said you were one hell of an actress and that you’d shine at undercover work and he also informed me what you are, Scarlet.”

      “What is she?” Jagan asked crinkling his nose at her.

      “A savant.”

      “Not exactly,” Scarlet said. I have hyperthymesia.

      “Hyper what?” Jagan wasn’t even going to attempt to pronounce it.

      “She has the ability to remember everything that has happened. Sort of like a photographic memory, but even better,” Shanks explained. “We could really use your skills Agent 1.”

      “Agent 1…I kind of like that,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 72

          

        

      

    

    
      The fun-er-al was going off well, Kaya thought. Just as her mother wanted it. Her selection of disco and funk songs kept the atmosphere light. She wondered if she was the only person to ever have a memorial twenty years after her death. She wanted to have her remains set on top of the bonfire to burn like Kwi Gon Jinn, but Kaya got turned down by city hall for the permit.

      “So the prodigal son returns,” Chaytan said embracing his older brother. “Don’t mind the wife,” he said jokingly as she stomped right past them. “She’s a little hangry.” Chaytan’s wife could get away with it. She was a blond beauty that had it all. Everyone adored her, even her attitude. They both chuckled. “Our third one’s on the way and I don’t want to stand in between her and the buffet line. A little head peeked out from behind Chaytan’s leg.

      “Who’s that?” Indigo asked.

      “Indigo,” Chaytan replied with a laugh at the end. “We named him after you.”

      “There’s something I want you to see,” Kaya tapped Indigo on the shoulder. “Follow me.” Kaya brought Indigo out to the stalls.

      “You brought me out here to see Buttercup?” Indigo asked. Kaya turned around and headed back to the house. As Indigo went to pat her on the forehead, he noticed the blond hair. Donatella had waited for him after all these years. Luca’s younger sister was the love of his life. They kissed and embraced and didn’t say a word.

      After the guests left Kaya announced it was time. The family gathered in the den to hear the reading of the will. The life insurance went to Pop and the book royalties would be divided equally amongst the children and grandchildren. Kimi was recognized posthumously for solving the Zodiac murders so her book sales went through the roof. The lawyer handed Kaya, Indigo, and Chaytan each a journal. They gazed at each other with competition in their eyes and laughed. The rest of her estate would be divvied up after the treasure hunt was over. The attorney shook his head as if he was irritated by the eccentricity of it all and stated he would meet with them in a couple of months after their travels were finished.

      Indigo asked Bly to go outside as he had something to show him. He pulled the Camaro out of the barn and handed Bly the keys. “She arranged to have it restored for you,” he said. As they were talking, Indigo noticed someone was standing in the greenhouse.

      “I thought Jagan was the only person who went out there,” he asked.

      Bly nodded. He told his father he would be right back. As he got closer he realized something he should have known all along. How could he not have seen it before? Shanks was wrong…there was another Love with the gift.
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      Jagan and Scarlet thanked Sass for the incredible performance.

      Scarlet of course knew every note of the last number. She had heard it once when she was a child and had committed the entire jazz piece to memory. The stroll back to the townhouse was filled with conversation. They were still trying to decide where to take their honeymoon.

      “Well Mrs. Love,” how about we finish our chat by the fire. They curled up and finally settled on Bermuda. Bocephus barked like mad after the phone rang.

      “Yes…oh I see,” he said and hung up the phone.

      “What is it?” Scarlet asked.

      “Oh, nothing important.” He paused and slowly began to grin. “Can I make a new suggestion for our honeymoon?”

      “Of course,” she said.

      “How ‘bout the Kremlin?”
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